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INTRODUCTION  
 

The importance of education in shaping the future economic wellbeing and quality of life among young 
people has long been recognised and emphasised by EU policy makers: high quality education and 
training systems are key preconditions for the high levels of sustainable, knowledge-based growth and 
jobs that lie at the heart of the Lisbon strategy. At the same time, the importance of education in 
ensuring equity, social inclusion, integration of persons with migrant background, and civic participation 
among European citizens, has also been increasingly emphasised. Recent violent terrorist attacks across 
different European countries have underlined the need to promote inclusive and equitable education, 
which is accessible to all social groups irrespective of their ethnic background, socioeconomic status and 
personal characteristics. Such inclusive education is necessary to prevent radicalisation, which can lead 
to violent extremism in the form of terrorism, especially among young people in Europe. According to 
the Paris Declaration of 20151, in order to tackle violent extremism in Europe, it is crucial to ensure that 
children and young people acquire social, civic and intercultural competences. This can be achieved by 
promoting democratic values and fundamental rights, social inclusion, non-discrimination, and active 
citizenship. In addition, it is necessary to enhance the critical thinking, media literacy and education of 
disadvantaged children and young people, by ensuring that our education and training systems address 
their needs. 

In response to the Paris Declaration, a number of educational policy developments and reforms have 
been implemented across different member states. Despite these positive developments, however, 
patterns of inequalities in education opportunities and outcomes in Europe still persist. Major 
disparities in the educational achievement of different groups persist in Europe: qualification levels still 
vary between women and men, native-and foreign-born individuals, and regions and countries. 
Moreover, Europe has a persistent problem of educational poverty, defined as a failure to reach 
minimum standards in education.2 

The present report aims to provide an overview of the different areas of life that are influenced by 
education and other relevant determinants at both individual and societal level. Based on the latest 
international data, we also identify the key determinants of education inequalities and emphasise their 
impact on EU member states. The overview will be used for the Education and Training Monitor 2017, 
which has a special focus on equity and inclusion. 

                                                            

1 Informal meeting of European Union Education ministers PARIS, Tuesday 17 March 2015 Declaration on Promoting 
citizenship and the common values of freedom, tolerance and non-discrimination through education. 

2 Education and Training Monitor 2016. 
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1. DETERMINANTS OF EDUCATION INEQUALITIES 

1.1. Education and parental background 

Recent academic literature has strongly emphasised the importance of family background in shaping 
societies’ education and socioeconomic inequalities. Finnish sociologists have recently challenged the 
often-stated strong relationship between educational attainment and income, finding that the 
economic effects of an individual’s educational achievements are mediated by parental income. 
Individuals from high income parents (especially men) are more likely to stay in a higher income bracket 
and not to fall to middle-bracket despite lower educational achievements. This effect of parental 
income was higher among men than among women. Men who have achieved only the lowest level of 
education have a higher probability of entering the highest income group and a lower probability of 
entering the lowest income group if they originate from a high-income family. This does not apply to 
women to whom basic-level education is equally disadvantageous, regard-less of parental background 
(Sirniö et al., 2016).  

Recent research in the US has confirmed that there is a strong relationship between low-income family 
background and lower education achievements: greater levels of income inequality could lead low-
income youth to perceive that investment in their own human capital yields a lower rate of return 
(Kearney and Levine, 2016). This offsets any potential ‘aspirational’ effect coming from higher 
educational wage premiums. The same study finds that individuals (particularly boys) from low 
socioeconomic backgrounds are more likely to drop out of school if they live in a place with a greater 
gap between the bottom and middle of the income distribution. Similarly, a recent UK study found a 
relationship between intra-generational social class mobility of parents and their children’s subsequent 
educational qualifications: children whose parents are upwardly mobile obtain higher educational 
qualifications than peers in their class of origin, but lower qualifications than peers in their class of 
destination (Plewis and Bartley, 2014). The reverse pattern was observed for the downwardly mobile. 

Recent studies have also noted the psychological barriers to success faced by low socioeconomic 
status (low-SES) students in higher education. A recent study by an international team found that low-
SES students in higher education face significant psychological barriers (e.g., emotional distress, identity 
management issues, negative self-perception, and more damaging forms of motivation) that may 
account for their worse academic outcomes (e.g., taking fewer classes, higher drop-out rates, and lower 
GPAs) (Jury et al., 2017). The study concluded that while providing economic resources to low-SES 
students and facilitating their access to higher education are necessary steps for reaching more equality 
in higher education, these steps are certainly not sufficient. Even if the economic obstacles are 
overcome, low-SES students may still experience more threat, more health problems, more negative 
emotions, and lower levels of motivation than their high-SES counterparts. Therefore, it is suggested 
that in addition to economic policies designed to help low-SES students get access to universities, 
psychological interventions and institutional changes are necessary. Similarly, students from low 
socioeconomic-status (SES) backgrounds or in remote locations tend to underestimate their own 
academic potential (Marginson, 2016). They are also less willing to take risks, more likely to try to 
acquire secure and well-paid employment instead of pursuing further studies, more concerned with 
finding a predictable pathway from study to job, and more likely to be anxious that they lack the 
necessary cultural capital (ibid.). 
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In addition, a number of recent academic articles have addressed the impact of parental education on 
the educational achievements and economic status of their children. Children coming from families with 
more educated parents have more chances to end up with more qualified and better paid jobs 
compared to their peers with poorly educated parents: a study in Finland, for instance, showed that 
parental education explains children’s occupation and socioeconomic status most and income explains 
it least (Erola et al., 2016). Moreover, a fathers’ educational status has more impact than a mothers’: 
status characteristics of fathers altogether explained around half of children’s outcomes, and those of 
mothers explained slightly less (around 40%). Whereas, in infancy, mothers’ education better accounted 
for their children’s outcomes, the educational background of fathers accounted more for the outcomes 
of children in their early adulthood. A similar observation was made in a recent Italian study on social 
inequalities in educational attainment (Triventi et al., 2016), which found that parental education had a 
greater ‘effect’ on inequality of educational opportunity (IEO) than did their social class of origin. 

Research reveals that complementary ways to minimise the barriers faced by low-SES students and 
reduce the SES-achievement gap are needed to compensate for lack of support in the family for children 
to pursue and complete education. 

1.2. Education and gender 

Gender has long been viewed as one of the key factors that influence various aspects of educational 
achievements, together with socio-economic status and migrant background. In Europe, early school 
leaving varies significantly by gender (European Commission, 2014). The most recent numbers show 
that the EU-28 average of male school leavers was 17.5%, compared to 15.0% of females (Eurostat, EU-
LFS, 2016). However, the gap between male and female early leaving rates narrows as the socio-
economic status of students increases (European Commission, 2014). 

Gender differences are also observed in reading literacy and mathematics. Girls outperform boys in 
reading literacy in all EU countries (see Figure 1), while boys perform better in mathematics, except in 
Finland, Sweden and Latvia (OECD, 2017). The gender gap in science is not as wide as it is in 
mathematics, but boys still outperform girls in most EU countries. An outstanding exception is Finland, 
where girls outperform boys by 20 mean scores (OECD, 2017). 
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Figure 1. Reading performance (PISA) Boys / Girls, Mean score, 2015. 

 

Source: OECD (2017), Reading performance (PISA) (indicator). doi: 10.1787/79913c69-en (Accessed on 06 June 
2017). 

Gender differences in school performance are useful for understanding female under-representation in 
mathematics and science at higher levels of education (Eurydice, 2009). Women dominate the fields of 
education and training, health, welfare, humanities and arts, while men dominate the fields of 
engineering, manufacturing and construction (Ibid.). The EU-28 average number of males age 20-29 
who are graduates of tertiary education in science, mathematics, computing, engineering, 
manufacturing and construction, more than doubles the number of female graduates (see Figure 2). 
Differences in the choice of academic discipline by young people can largely be attributed to traditional 
perceptions of gender roles and identities: some fields, especially science and engineering, are regarded 
as 'masculine' and more suitable for men, while other fields of study, especially care-related ones like 
education or health, are regarded as 'feminine' and more appropriate for women (Eurydice, 2009). 
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Figure 2. Graduates in tertiary education, in science, mathematics, computing, engineering, manufacturing, 
construction, by sex - per 1000 of population aged 20-29 (2014). 

 

Source: Eurostat. Population and social conditions statistics. Online data code: educ_uoe_grad04.  

In recent decades, the gender education gaps in many Western, Nordic and post-socialist countries have 
gradually reversed in favour of girls and women, both in terms of participation in the formal education 
system and in achievement (Ganguli et al., 2011; Ganguli, 2013). However, this has not translated into 
any considerable improvement of their position in the labour market (Roosmaa and Aavik, 2016). 
Although women are highly successful in gaining qualifications, their subsequent career paths are often 
interrupted or blocked by the conflicting demands of care (Lynch and Feeley, 2009). Women are more 
likely to work part-time, to have shorter or slower careers, they face a range of barriers to returning to 
studies or work, and are at greater risk of falling into poverty (Ibid.). Gender gaps in labour force 
participation and employment remain substantial in Europe (Klasen and Minasyan, 2017). Gender gaps 
are also observed in education outcomes: the employment rates of men with tertiary education aged 
15-64 are higher than that of women with the same level of education, across all EU countries (Eurostat. 
Employment rate by sex, age groups, educational attainment level and household composition, 2015. 
Online data code: lfst_hheredty). 

Finally, the gender gap in educational achievements also contributes to the changing patterns of family 
choices. For instance, due to the reversed gender gap in education, highly educated women are 
increasingly tending to partner ‘downwards’, with less educated men, rather than remaining single (De 
Hauw et al., 2017). 
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1.3. Education, migration and social inclusion 

When considering education inequalities and educational achievements in the context of migration, it is 
relevant to distinguish between educational attainments of immigrants/foreign-born persons, and the 
educational attainment in the host country of children of immigrants. 

In EU-28 countries, non-EU/foreign born immigrants come with and attain significantly lower 
educational attainments compared to both native-born and EU-born populations. In 2016 the highest 
proportion of people having attained only pre-primary, primary or lower secondary education) was 
observed among the non-EU-born population (37.8 %). This share was 12 percentage points higher than 
for the native-born population (see Figure 3). In addition, the education gap among non-EU migrant 
persons varied across different member states. Overall, in 2015, Malta (45.3%), Italy (44.6%), Greece 
(44.3%) and Spain (40.9%) had the highest proportions of foreign-born people with low educational 
attainment. The gap between the shares of foreign- and native-born populations with low educational 
attainment were the highest in Greece (22 %), Sweden and France (both 20%), and Finland (19%). 

Figure 3. Educational attainment level among different groups of population (aged 15-64) in EU-28 countries by 
country of birth. 

 

Source: Eurostat: Educational attainment statistics: Population by educational attainment level, sex, age and 
country of birth (%). Online data code:  edat_lfs_9912. 

Moreover, young foreign-born persons were generally at greater risk of leaving education without 
having completed upper secondary education level. This was true especially of young non-EU-born 
persons: over the 2008–16 period, they had the highest early leaving rate of all population groups. 
Although consistently decreasing since 2008, the share of non-EU-born early-leavers in 2016 was almost 
twice the rate of native-born leavers (19.4% vs 9.8%).3 

                                                            

3 Eurostat. Migrant integration Statistics. Available at: http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-
explained/index.php/Migrant_integration_statistics_-_education#Main_statistical_findings 
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Figure 4. Early leavers from education and training by year and country of birth in EU-28 countries (%). 

 

Source: Eurostat. Statistics of education and training outcomes. Online data code: edat_lfse_02. 

In terms of children with migrant background, on average, migrant children in the EU underperform at 
school compared to their native counterparts, especially when their new country’s language is different 
from the one spoken at home. For instance, a recent PIAAC study showed that there is no difference in 
literacy proficiency between native and foreign-born adults once the language of origin is taken into 
account. Native-language speakers scored about 277 points, regardless of their country of origin, and 
both native- and foreign-born foreign-language speakers scored about 250 points. Overall then, 
individuals whose native language was different from the assessed language scored lower than native 
language speakers irrespective of their origin of birth (OECD, 2016b). 
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educational achievements, and as discussed earlier, such families are associated with poorer 
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(Borgna and Contini, 2014; OECD, 2010), all of which contribute to the academic under-achievement of 
their children. Thus, in addition to a lack of resources, the underachievement of children with immigrant 
background is caused by other challenges which stem from the characteristics of migrant groups, and 
include psychological barriers, potential low expectations from parents and teachers, and insufficient 
family and community support (Janta and Harte, 2016).  
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born offspring of both genders, labour market outcomes tend to improve with higher levels of 
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markets may substantially downgrade the value of (OECD/EU, 2014). To illustrate the point, across the 
EU the employment rate for immigrants with a host-country degree is 10 points higher than for those 
with a foreign qualification, and those host-country degree holders have, on average, a comparable 
employment rate to the native-born population (OECD/EU, 2015). Training, which includes language 
courses, can help immigrants secure recognition of their foreign qualifications and eventually enter the 
labour market (OECD, 2014).  

On average, not only third-country migrants and their offspring, but also EU-migrant children, do not do 
as well at school as their native counterparts, especially when their new country’s language is different 
than their own. This underperformance of EU-migrant children is associated with later challenges in the 
labour market: rates of youth unemployment among EU migrants tend to be higher than for non-
migrant youth (OECD/EU, 2015). 

Education-based upward social mobility is often found to be one of the key preconditions in tackling 
political extremism, improving overall societal cohesion, integration and civic participation, 
particularly among persons with migrant background (Meer and Modood, 2016). Primary education 
seems to be the critical stage of intervention because of its potential to influence and shape attitudes 
and behaviours that encourage civic participation. Primary education also creates an environment in 
which different opinions and points of view are free to emerge and can be confronted in an open and 
constructive way. Teaching peace values, and combining efforts at school and at home during their early 
years, prepare children for adolescence, a period when they will be confronted with choices, competing 
ideologies, and different forms of social pressure (Macaluso, 2016). 

Similarly, early childhood education in the host country is particularly beneficial for integrating 
immigrant offspring. Among children of comparable socio-economic backgrounds, those who attended 
preschool in their current OECD host country obtain better reading literacy results at 15 years old than 
those who did not (OECD/EU, 2015). Involvement in ECEC also strongly contributes to language 
acquisition and therefore integration of children with migrant background. For instance, a recent study 
confirmed that a longer time spent in preschool is associated with better German language skills for 
Turkish-origin children with low levels of German language input at home. This result is very stable 
across different preschool contexts (Klein and Becker, 2017). Unfortunately, however, in Europe 
immigrant students and students with less educated parents attended ECEC less than native students or 
with higher educated parents. For instance, the attendance rate of 3-6 year-old immigrant children in 
early childhood education programmes in 2012 was 7 percentage points lower than among their native-
born peers (OECD/EU, 2015). Thus, the children with a higher need of ECEC attend less and therefore 
profit less (Jehles, 2017). 

1.4. Education and disability 

Despite there being an international consensus on the rights of children with Special Educational Needs 
(SEN) (UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (CRPD) 20064), and despite the wide 
efforts to find an international definition of children with SEN, data on children with SEN is still being 
collected according to national definitions. This implies that data are not fully comparable. Based on 
national definitions, Iceland stands out as a country with the highest proportion of SEN diagnosing, at 

                                                            

4 Available at: http://www.un.org/disabilities/documents/convention/convention_accessible_pdf.pdf 
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nearly 1 in 4 children. In the remaining OECD countries, the proportion of children with SEN varies from 
1% in Korea to over 10% in the United States. These large differences can, in no small part, be attributed 
to differences in national definitions and whether or not they include children with some specific 
disabilities or disorders within the category of children with SEN (OECD, 2012).  

Across different OECD countries, children with SEN are taught either in segregated special schools and 
segregated special classes in mainstream schools, or in regular classes in mainstream schools (OECD, 
2012). By 2012, most EU countries already had a large proportion of children in totally inclusive 
settings. In 2012, Ireland, Italy, Norway, Portugal and Spain had included more than 75% of children 
with disability and SEN in mainstream classes in mainstream schools. All countries, with the exception of 
Italy and Poland, have special classes in mainstream schools, but only in Denmark and France is this the 
most common form of educational setting for children with SEN (ibid.). The rates of children with SEN in 
special school ranges from less than 0.5% in Italy – where special schools are only for children who have 
visual or hearing impairments – to over 60% in the Netherlands (OECD, 2012).  

Recent academic literature on both sides of the Atlantic has shown that SEN policies, officially 
introduced to bring justice and equity for all those learners experiencing school failure, are actually 
oriented to the identification, classification and categorisation of ‘difference’ within (or outside) 
mainstream school settings, as well as to manufacturing inability. These policies, thus, often produce 
and reproduce educational exclusion and inequity for disabled students (Armstrong, 2003; Baglieri, 
2016; Bocci, 2016; D’Alessio, 2013, 2014; Harry and Klingner, 2014; Tomlinson, 2017). In EU countries 
that are characterised by integrative and desegregation models of teaching and learning, such as Italy, 
introducing new SEN policies enhance the risk of students’ micro-exclusion in mainstream educational 
settings, rather than fostering systemic change in inclusive terms (D’Alessio, 2014; Migliarini et al., 
2017).  

There is also a discrepancy in the proportion of pupils with an immigrant background that are 
represented within special education (European Agency for Development in Special Needs, 2009). 
Disproportions in the representation of pupils with an immigrant background in special education occur 
primarily when intellectual impairments and learning disabilities are involved. The literature identifies 
several reasons: more frequent problems of social behaviour within the immigrant population and 
minority ethnic groups; the lack of early intervention or health care among these groups; the existence 
of prejudices within the host society about people with an immigrant background; and finally, problems 
when assessing the needs and abilities of pupils with an immigrant background.  

1.5. Institutional factors of education inequalities 

A European study found that the comprehensiveness of a country’s education system is an important 
factor that influences the educational achievements of children, in conjunction with parental 
background (Burger, 2016). The study found that the effect of parental education on a child’s 
educational achievement is stronger in highly tracked education systems, and in systems with a shorter 
annual instruction time. However, the social composition of a school’s student population also affects 
the intergenerational transmission of education, and it interacts with annual instruction time, such that 
the effect of school social composition on a child’s achievement is stronger in education systems with a 
longer instruction time. Thus, overall, the results challenged the hypothesis that social inequality in 
education could be minimised by extending the school year. 
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The impact of existing education systems on educational achievements and subsequently on the level of 
skills was confirmed by a recent study on the skills and education inequalities in Anglophone Countries 
(Green et al., 2015). The study suggests that early tracking increases inequality in education and skills, 
as combined peer effects and school effects raise aspirations among high-status students. In particular, 
recent evidence from Europe shows that early tracking in schools has a significantly detrimental effect 
on the relative achievement in reading of less integrated migrant students (migrant students who 
almost never speak the test language at home). Even larger negative effects of early tracking were 
found for first-generation immigrants, who are arguably even less integrated and less skilled in the 
testing language (Ruhose and Schwerdt, 2016). Public schools in general have fewer resources and do 
not provide sufficient quality education to catch up with best, often private schools. As a consequence, 
private schools enhance inequality as families with high incomes are able to buy higher-quality 
education for their children in schools with smaller class sizes, better resources, and higher-paid 
teachers. Recent evidence, however, shows that the effects of private schooling on education 
inequalities are inconclusive and depend on external factors. For instance, according to the PISA 2015 
Results (Volume II), after accounting for socio-economic status, in 22 education systems, students in 
public schools score higher than students in private schools, in eight systems they score lower than 
students in private schools, and on average across OECD countries, students in public schools score 
higher than students in private schools. Moreover, the same report revealed that science scores and 
equity in science performance are virtually unrelated to the percentage of students enrolled in public 
schools (OECD, 2016a). Lack of standardisation in curricula and assessment systems promotes 
inequality because school practises differentiate according to the social and ability composition of their 
intakes, thus exacerbating variation in school and peer effects across schools (Green et al., 2015). 
Whereas some (often private) schools have high standards and quality of education, other schools 
retain less demanding expectations in curricula and student assessment. Finally, regionalised funding in 
state school sectors increases inequalities in school quality, as richer areas can spend more on 
education than poorer areas. And because Anglophone countries tend to exhibit most or all of the 
above characteristics, they demonstrate higher levels of education and skills inequalities compared to 
other Western countries. Similarly, a comparative study on different European education systems 
showed that in addition to early-tracking, and timing of entry in school and pre-school, residential 
segregation also plays a major role in shaping the learning opportunities of children with immigrant 
background (Borgna and Contini, 2014). 

The impact of different voucher systems on education inequalities in schools is also of interest. Simply 
put, in the US universal voucher programmes (voucher available to any student in state with no 
limitations on student eligibility according to ability) aggravate existing stratifications within a school 
system (Akyol, 2016). Under this system, public schools increase their expenditure per student, thereby 
adding to an overall increase in expenditure per student, and subsequently leading to an increase in 
efficiency. However, students who remain in public school are exposed to a decline in peer group 
quality, since students with higher abilities or higher income tend to switch schools. In contrast, target 
vouchers, which are a function of student ability, allow school districts to benefit from increased 
competition while avoiding the deterioration of peer groups. 
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2. KEY AREAS OF LIFE AFFECTED BY EDUCATION 
INEQUALITIES 

2.1. Education and individual skills 

Although it is common to emphasise individual skills as the key determinant of educational attainments, 
recent evidence also shows there is a very significant reverse relationship. According to the Survey of 
Adult Skills under the OECD Programme for the International Assessment of Adult Competencies 
(PIAAC), of all the various socio-demographic characteristics (including gender, family background and 
age), educational attainment has the strongest relationship with proficiency, and this holds both 
before and after the influence of other socio-demographic characteristics are accounted for. Most 
importantly, while it is true that education explains a substantial part of the difference in proficiency 
between older and younger adults, the opposite is not: differences in proficiency among adults with 
different levels of education remain substantial, even after taking account of age (OECD, 2016b). 

The same study found that the largest gaps in literacy proficiency are usually related to differences in 
educational attainment, with tertiary educated 25-65 year-olds scoring some 60 points higher than, on 
average, adults in this age group who have not attained an upper secondary qualification. The 
magnitude of the gap varies significantly between countries: Germany, Poland, France and Belgium 
(Flanders) has close to or over 70 score points, whereas Greece, Cyprus, Lithuania and Estonia have 
roughly 40 or even less score points. The proficiency advantage among highly educated adults is even 
more striking if one looks at proficiency in problem solving in technology-rich environments: only 
about 7% of low-educated adults scored at Level 2 or 3 on the problem-solving assessment, compared 
to 48% of adults who had attained tertiary education. There was substantial variation between 
countries at the bottom of the proficiency distribution, with more than 70% Poland and the Slovak 
Republic, to around 60% in Slovenia and Turkey, to more than 40% in Greece to below 20% in a large 
number of countries, including Norway and Sweden. Similarly, substantial variation between countries 
was observed at the bottom of the proficiency distribution when looking at highly educated 
populations: less than 30% of high-educated adults in Greece and Turkey scored at Level 2 or higher, to 
less than 40% in Poland, Lithuania and Estonia, compared with between 54% and 63% in ten other 
countries/economies, including the Netherlands, Norway, Czech republic, Finland, Denmark and 
Sweden (OECD, 2016b). These country fluctuations, then, indicate that the impact of education on 
individual abilities and skills is mediated by other important factors, such as education quality. 

2.2. Education, income and socio-economic status 

According to the Human Capital theory used by neoclassical economists, which seeks to explain 
differences in individuals’ earning profiles over time, the level of education directly impacts an 
individual’s income during their subsequent years (Guidetti and Rehbein, 2014). Individuals invest in as 
many years of education as they expect to profit from as they would otherwise have gained from any 
other alternative financial investment. Consequently, the earning profile of a worker depends on the 
amount of investment, and is influenced by two additional factors: individual ability, and background 
characteristics such as gender, parental status and income. According to the latest Eurostat data, in the 
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EU-28, persons with less than primary, primary and lower secondary education (levels 0-2) are almost 
three times more likely to beat the risk of poverty or social exclusion than those with tertiary 
education (ISCED levels 5-8). 

Figure 5. People at risk of poverty or social exclusion by educational attainment level (population aged 18 and over 
in the EU-28, % of specified population) in 2015. 

 

Source: Eurostat. Income and living conditions statistics. Online data code: ilc_peps04. 

Similarly, GINI data showed a significant and positive relationship between education and income 
inequality (Salverda and Checchi, 2014). In general, higher cognitive skills are systematically related to 
higher wages in the 23 countries studied by LLLIGHTinEUROPE (Wiederhold and Woessmann, 2015). 
Similarly, this model was recently supported by a study that looked at the effects of innate ability, 
compulsory education (grades 1-9), and non-compulsory education (grades 10-12 and higher education) 
on inequality and intergenerational mobility of income in China (Yang and Qiu, 2016). According to their 
findings, although children from the wealthiest families are only 1.36 times ‘smarter’ that those from 
the poorest, the gap in human capital rises to 2.35 at the end of compulsory education and to 2.89 at 
the end of non-compulsory education. One important reason for the increase is that poor families invest 
relatively less in children's early education than do wealthy families. As a consequence, their children 
attend lower quality schools, which results in them being much less likely to participate in higher 
education. 

Economic returns to early childhood education are also being emphasised in research on education 
(Karoly, 2016). One way to assess the value of preschool education programmes is to compare their 
upfront costs with the economic benefits they produce, measured by such outcomes as decreased need 
for special education services, improved high school graduation rates, higher earnings, and less criminal 
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activity in adulthood. According to this approach, it is estimated that for every $1 spent on early 
childhood education, returns in the range of $3 to $4 can be realistically expected. 

2.3. Education, health and quality of life 

The areas of life affected by education inequalities are not limited to income and socioeconomic status. 
Another important area of life affected by education and education inequalities is health. Higher 
education levels are linked to higher self-rated health rates (SRH) and lower morbidity rates (Badley et 
al., 2015). Also, health returns to education are particularly elevated among those who come from 
disadvantaged families: education may be a health resource that compensates or ‘substitutes’ for lower 
parental socioeconomic status (Andersson, 2016). Furthermore, higher levels of education reduce the 
risk of adult depressive symptoms when childhood disadvantage is present in terms of lower levels of 
parental education or higher childhood financial strain (Andersson and Vaughan, 2017). Across the EU, 
the perception of being in good or very good health in 2012 was highest among people who had 
completed tertiary education (81.6 %). Only slightly more than half (55.1%) of those with at most lower 
secondary educational attainment shared this perception.5 Similarly, people with lower education have 
higher rates of self-reported unmet needs for medical examination. In 2015, 4.8% of those with less 
than primary, primary and lower secondary education (ISCED levels 0-2) in the EU-28 reported unmet 
needs for medical examination (because it was too expensive, too far to travel, or too long a waiting 
list), compared to 2.6% among those with upper-secondary and post-secondary non-tertiary education 
(ISCED levels 3 and 4), and only 1.9% among those with tertiary education (ISCED levels 5-8) (Eurostat 
data, 2017. Self-reported unmet needs for dental examination by sex, age, detailed reason and 
educational attainment level. Online code: hlth_silc_16). 

Higher educational attainments are also linked to higher life expectancy. According to the latest 
Eurostat data on 16 European countries, in 2015 the average life expectancy for those with tertiary 
education (ISCED levels 5-8) was around 81.6 years, which was 5.6 years more than the average life 
expectancy of those with less than primary, primary and lower secondary education (ISCED levels 0-2). 

                                                            

5 Eurostat. Europe 2020 indicators. http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php/Europe_2020_indicators_-
_education. 
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Figure 6. Life expectancy (in years) at less than 1 year by educational attainment level in 16 European countries 
(Bulgaria, Czech Republic, Denmark, Greece, Italy, Hungary, Poland, Portugal, Romania, Slovenia, Slovakia, Finland, 
Sweden, Norway, Former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia, Turkey) in 2015. 

 

Source: Eurostat. Health statistics. Online data code: demo_mlexpecedu. 

 A recent study assessed health inequalities based on the assumption that socioeconomic status is a 
‘fundamental cause’, which embodies an array of resources that can be used to avoid disease risks 
(Mackenbach et al., 2015). The authors collected and harmonised mortality data by educational level on 
19 national and regional populations from 16 European countries in the first decade of the 21st century. 
The age-adjusted Relative Risks of mortality among men and women aged 30-79 for 24 causes of death 
were calculated and classified into four groups: amenable to behaviour change, amenable to medical 
intervention, amenable to injury prevention, and non-preventable. Although the strength of the 
education-mortality relation was found to be highly variable between causes of death and populations, 
an overwhelming majority of Relative Risks indicated a higher mortality risk among the lower 
educated. Most importantly, inequalities in mortality between different education groups are generally 
larger for causes amenable to behaviour change, medical intervention and injury prevention than for 
non-preventable causes. Other recent studies supported this relationship between level of education 
and health (Giannoni et al., 2016; Viner et al., 2017; Crowley, 2016) 

Education seems to affect several quality of life outcomes for individuals, for example, income, self-
efficacy, social support network, mortality risk, perceived health status, and time spent in 
developmentally enriching activities with children (Edgerton et al., 2012). Numerous familial outcomes 
are also associated with level of educational attainment, including household poverty, out-of wedlock 
childbearing, early parenthood, child nutrition, and child abuse and neglect (Alderman and Headey, 
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2017; Vik et al., 2016; Cullinan and Cawley, 2016). All of these outcomes are less prevalent among high 
school graduates than among early school leavers. 

CONCLUSIONS 
 

This overview of recent studies emphasised that education inequalities both affect and are affected by a 
number of important areas of life. Parental background is a key determinant of education inequality, 
and families’ low socio-economic status, income and parental education are some of the key factors in 
decreasing children’s access to quality education. Recent evidence shows that children from 
disadvantaged socio-economic background often face significant psychological barriers related to levels 
of family support, self-esteem, and value attached to education, which contribute to education 
inequalities in later years. Similarly, the immigrant status and immigrant background is another key 
negative factor contributing to education inequalities; knowledge of the host country language was the 
single most important mediating factor in migrant educational attainment. In terms of disability and 
education inequalities, there is a positive trend in most of the EU countries that already have a large 
proportion of children in totally inclusive settings. However, there are also indications that some public 
policies produce and reproduce educational exclusion and inequity for disabled students by identifying, 
classifying and categorising ‘difference’ within (or outside) mainstream school settings. Similarly, some 
institutional settings in schools contribute to education inequalities: early tracking, lack of 
standardisation in curricula and assessment systems, regionalised funding, residential segregation, 
universal voucher programmes, and a pre-dominance of private schools. In terms of education and 
gender, early school leaving in Europe evidently varies significantly by gender, with boys (especially 
from lower socio-economic backgrounds) being at greater risk of ESL. Gender differences are also 
observed in reading and mathematics performance: girls outperform boys in reading literacy in all EU 
countries, while boys (with several exceptions) demonstrate better achievements in mathematics. 

To conclude, key areas of life are dependent on the level of educational attainment, including individual 
skills, income level, socio-economic status, health and overall quality of life. Educational attainment has 
a very strong relationship to both proficiency in literacy and problem solving in technology, before and 
after accounting for the influence of other socio-demographic characteristics. Level of education also 
directly impact individuals’ income and socio-economic status in later years: poorly educated Europeans 
are almost three times more likely to be at risk of poverty or social exclusion than those with tertiary 
education. Similarly, there is a strong link between higher levels of education and higher self-rated 
health rates, lower morbidity and better access to healthcare. Furthermore, the life expectancy of 
Europeans with tertiary education is 5.5 years longer compared to those with less than primary, primary 
and lower secondary education (ISCED levels 0-2). Finally, at the societal level, education-based upward 
social mobility is identified as one of the key preconditions, particularly among persons with immigrant 
background, for tackling political extremism, improving societal cohesion, integration and civic 
participation.  
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