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FACT OR MYTH?

The most important single factor in improving 
quality of education is teachers.

MYTH!





“Teachers account for about 1% to 14% 
of the variability in test scores, therefore 
the majority of opportunities for quality 
improvement are found in the system-
level conditions.

Source: Haertel, 2013; American Statistical Association, 2014

Teacher
Other in-

school factors

Out-of-school 
factors

Unexplained 
variation

What Influences 
Student Test 

Scores

Teachers are important, but…
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“The highest-performing 
education systems across the 
OECD are those that combine 

quality with equity.” 

The culture of the school Teacher as a researcher Comprehensive school reforms Change through collaboration Systemic improvement



THE EVOLUTION OF ‘EQUITY’

Equality of opportunity

Equal access to quality curriculum and instruction

Equality of outcomes

Closing the achievement gap

Excellence and equity (of outcomes)
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THE NEW MEANING OF EDUCATIONAL EQUITY

Individual perspective: ADEQUATE EDUCATION

All children receive an education that enables them to 
realise their talents and fully participate in adult society in 
a way of their own choosing.

Relative perspective: SOCIAL EQUITY

Children from different groups because of their gender, 
class, race, ethnicity and domicile achieve similar 
education outcomes to ensure non-discrimination.

+

Composite index 
to measure equity



THE KEY INDICATORS OF EQUITY
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Strength of relationship between achievement and family background



SIN

EST

CANFIN

IRL
KOR

POL

SWENZ
US UK

JPN

AUS
DEN

NORGER SLOBEL
FRA

POR
CZE NED

AUT
SUI

ITAHUN ICE

ISR
LUX

TURSVK

GRE

CHI

LIT

Greater equity of outcomes

Hi
gh

er
 q

ua
lit

y 
of

 o
ut

co
m

es

High-performing education systems

O
ECD

 average

OECD average

Source: OECD, 2019

Strength of relationship between achievement and family background
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Average student academic achievement in OECD by socioeconomic (SES) quartile
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Strength of the relationship between achievement and family background

Achievement gap has 
remained large over 

time
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Average reading literacy PISA scores in Australia by SES quartile
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increasing
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Strength of the relationship between achievement and family background

Proportions of low and high performers in Australia on the PISA reading literacy 
proficiency scale by Indigenous background

Number of low-
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increasing



OECD, 2019

Variation in student performance between and within schools
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Small source of between-school 
variation means that school 

systems successfully deal
with social inequalities caused by 
students home background and 

peer influence.
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Disadvantaged students
attending advantaged schools

score 78 points higher than
those attending disadvantaged

schools.



OECD, 2018
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WHAT CAN WE DO?



Australia has a world-class school system.

FACT OR MYTH?

FACT but…



“A child's learning is a function more of the 
characteristics of his classmates than of those of 
the teacher.”

- James Coleman (1966)

1

Create shared understand of equity in your school
• What equity means, why it matters, and what does it 

look like?
• Help parents and students to learn about how 

excellence & equity are connected
• Make equity a priority in school improvement plans



“One of the persistent challenges confronting 
societies is how to reduce inequalities in the 
educational and occupational attainment of 
students from different socioeconomic, ethnic 
and race group backgrounds.”

- Kevin Marjoribanks (2002)

2

Adopt ”positive discrimination” strategy in your school
• You can’t fix the inequalities alone
• Collaborate and join forces to enhance equity
• Allocate resources based on students’ needs 

whenever possible



3

”The conclusion that family background is far 
more important than people realized has 
remained a solid empirical finding for 50 years.”

- Stephen Morgan (2016)

Build early intervention mechanisms in your school
• Establish student wellbeing team
• Make inclusive special education accessible for all
• Promote student engagement through active 

agency and voice



Start a movement!
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THANK YOU!

Download this presentation from: www.pasisahlberg.com


