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1: The Big Picture



THE STATE OF GLOBAL EDUCATION PRE-PANDEMIC

The performance differences across the OECD 
countries between the most socio-economically 
advantaged and disadvantaged students are 
significant and growing. –PISA 2018

260 million children are not at school and only three quarters of 15-year-olds 
in middle income countries attend school, and just half of them achieve the basic 
level of proficiency required. – Global Education Monitoring Report 2020

There is a global learning crisis that amplifies educational inequalities that severely 
hobbles the disadvantaged youth who most need the boost that a good education can 
offer. – World Bank Human Development Report 2018

Cris
is!



Av
er

ag
e 

to
ta

l p
er

 c
ap

ita
 e

xp
en

di
tu

re
 

on
 e

du
ca

tio
n

Education outcomes vs. spending

“Real spending on education has 
grown steadily over the last 10 years. 
But government education spending 
as a share of GDP has remained flat in 
the past 10 years.”  

- UIS; OECD; IMF; World Bank databases 
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Average student academic achievement in OECD countries 
by socioeconomic (SES) quartile since 2000
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What do we know about country education?
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Smaller, sparsely located population Lower socio-economic status 

Ethnically homogeneous and socially 
cohesive communities Geographical distance 

What makes country education different?



Internationally comparable data show that, on average across OECD 
countries, students in urban schools score about 30 points higher than 
students in rural schools, which is roughly equivalent to one year of schooling. 

What does global evidence tell?



Some studies show that small rural schools can be particularly beneficial to 
socio-economically disadvantaged students. 

What does global evidence tell?
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2: Our Education Nation



What makes Australian school education unique?

Long school days Less time to play

Test-based accountabilityUnfair school funding
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Single cohort through school urban-rural learning gap (NAPLAN)

Source: Australian Government, 2022
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Proportions of low and high performers in Australia on the OECD 
PISA reading literacy proficiency scale by Indigenous background

Source: ACER, 2020
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3: Your schools



An inconvenient truth
“It ain’t what you don’t know that gets you into trouble. 
It’s what you know for sure that just ain’t so.”

- Mark Twain



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

- American Statistical Association (2014)

Teacher

Other in-school 
factors

Out-of-school 
factors

Unexplained 
variation

What influences 
student measured 

achievement in 
school?



The conclusion that family background is far more important 
factor explaining student learning than people think has remained 

a solid empirical research finding for the past half a century.

SO WHAT?



WHAT CAN WE DO?



Country schools could consider:

Better networking with other schools Effective use of digital solutions for 
school improvement

Alternative arrangements to secondary 
and post-secondary educationCustomising curriculum and assessment



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

- Coleman et al. (1966)

REMEMBER:





THANK YOU!

Download this slide deck from: pasisahlberg.com


