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Introduction: The indicators and 
their framework 

The organising framework 

Education at a Glance 2021: OECD Indicators offers a rich, comparable and up-to-date array of indicators that reflect a 
consensus among professionals on how to measure the current state of education internationally. The indicators provide 
information on the human and financial resources invested in education, how education and learning systems operate and 
evolve, and the returns to investments in education. They are organised thematically, each accompanied by information on 
the policy context and interpretation of the data. 

The indicators are organised within a framework that distinguishes between the actors in education systems, groups them 
according to the types of issues they address and examines contextual factors that influence policy (Figure A). In addition to 
these dimensions, the time perspective makes it possible to visualise dynamic aspects of the development of education 
systems. 

Figure A. Organising framework of indicators in Education at a Glance 

 

Actors in education systems 

The OECD Indicators of Education Systems (INES) programme seeks to gauge the performance of national education 
systems as a whole, rather than to compare individual institutional or other subnational entities. However, there is increasing 
recognition that many important features of the development, functioning and impact of education systems can only be 



14 | INTRODUCTION: THE INDICATORS AND THEIR FRAMEWORK 

EDUCATION AT A GLANCE 2021 © OECD 2021 
  

assessed through an understanding of learning outcomes and their relationships to inputs and processes at the level of 
individuals and institutions. 

To account for this, the first dimension of the organising framework distinguishes the three levels of actors in education 
systems: 

• Education systems as a whole. 
• Providers of educational services (institutions, schools), as well as the instructional setting within those institutions 

(classrooms, teachers). 
• Individual participants in education and learning, the students. These can be either children or young adults 

undergoing initial schooling and training, or adults pursuing lifelong learning programmes. 

Indicator groups 

The second dimension of the organising framework further groups the indicators into three categories: 

• Indicators on the output, outcomes and impact of education systems: Output indicators analyse the characteristics 
of those exiting the system, such as their educational attainment. Outcome indicators examine the direct effects of 
the output of education systems, such as the employment and earning benefits of pursuing higher education. Impact 
indicators analyse the long-term indirect effects of the outcomes, such as the knowledge and skills acquired, 
contributions to economic growth and societal well-being, and social cohesion and equity. 

• Indicators on the participation and progression within education entities: These indicators assess the likelihood of 
students accessing, enrolling in and completing different levels of education, as well as the various pathways followed 
between types of programmes and across education levels. 

• Indicators on the input into education systems or the learning environment: These indicators provide information on 
the policy levers that shape the participation, progression, outputs and outcomes at each level. Such policy levers 
relate to the resources invested in education, including financial, human (such as teachers and other school staff) or 
physical resources (such as buildings and infrastructure). They also relate to policy choices regarding the instructional 
setting of classrooms, pedagogical content and delivery of the curriculum. Finally, they analyse the organisation of 
schools and education systems, including governance, autonomy and specific policies to regulate the participation of 
students in certain programmes. 

Contextual factors that influence policy 

Policy levers typically have antecedents: external factors that define or constrain policy but are not directly connected to the 
policy topic at hand. Demographic, socio-economic and political factors are all important national characteristics to take into 
account when interpreting indicators. The 2008 financial crisis, for example, had a significant impact on public funds available 
to education. 

The characteristics of the students themselves, such as their gender, age, socio-economic status or cultural background, are 
also important contextual factors that influence the outcomes of education policy. 

Indicator analysis using the framework 

This versatile framework can be used to understand the operation and functioning of any educational entity, from an education 
system as a whole to a specific level of education or programme, or even a smaller entity, such as a classroom. 

This versatility is important because many features of education systems have varying impacts at different levels of the 
system. For example, at the level of students within a classroom, the relationship between student achievement and class 
size may be negative, if students in small classes benefit from improved interactions with teachers. At the class or school 
level, however, weaker or disadvantaged students are often intentionally grouped and placed in smaller classes so that they 
receive more individual attention. At the school level, therefore, the observed relationship between class size and student 
achievement is often positive, suggesting that students in larger classes perform better than students in smaller classes. At 
higher levels of aggregation, the relationship between student achievement and class size is further confounded by the socio-
economic intake of individual schools or by factors relating to the learning culture in different countries. Therefore, to interpret 
the indicators, it is important to fully understand the relationships between them. 
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Analysis of each element of the framework and the interplay between them contribute to understanding a variety of policy 
perspectives: 

• quality of education outcomes and education opportunities 
• equality of education outcomes and equity in education opportunities 
• adequacy, effectiveness and efficiency of resources invested in education 
• relevance of education policy measures to improve education outcomes. 

The structure of chapters and indicators in Education at a Glance 

The indicators published in Education at a Glance 2021 have been developed within this framework. The chapters are 
structured through the lens of the education system as a whole, although the indicators themselves are disaggregated and 
analysed across different levels of education and education settings, and may therefore cover more than one element of the 
framework. 

Chapter A, The output of educational institutions and the impact of learning, contains indicators on the output, outcomes and 
impact of education in the form of the overall attainment of the population, as well as the learning, economic and social 
outcomes (Figure A). Through this analysis, the indicators in this chapter provide context, for example, to shape policies on 
lifelong learning. They also provide insights into the policy levers needed to address areas where outcomes and impact may 
not be aligned with national strategic objectives. 

Chapter B, Access to education, participation and progression, considers the full education system from early childhood to 
tertiary education and provides indicators on the enrolment, progression and completion of students at each level and 
programme (Figure A). These indicators can be considered a mixture of output and outcome, to the extent that the output of 
each education level serves as input to the next and that progression is the result of policies and practices at classroom, 
institution and system levels. But they can also provide context to identify areas where policy intervention is necessary to 
address issues of inequity, for example, or to encourage international mobility. 

Chapters C and D relate to the inputs into educational systems (Figure A): 

• Chapter C, Financial resources invested in education, provides indicators on expenditure in education and 
educational institutions, how that expenditure is shared between public and private sources, the tuition fees charged 
by institutions, and the financial mechanisms to support students. These indicators are mainly policy levers, but they 
also help to explain specific learning outcomes. For example, expenditure on educational institutions per student is 
a key policy measure that most directly affects individual learners, but it also acts as a constraint on the learning 
environment in schools and learning conditions in the classroom. 

• Chapter D, Teachers, the learning environment and organisation of schools, provides indicators on instruction time, 
teachers’ and school heads’ working time, and teachers’ and school heads’ salaries. These indicators not only 
represent policy levers that can be manipulated, but also provide contexts for the quality of instruction and for the 
outcomes of individual learners. This chapter also presents data on the profile of teachers. 

In addition to the regular indicators and core statistics published, Education at a Glance also contains analytical work in 
textboxes. This work usually provides research elements that contribute to the understanding of the indicator, or additional 
analysis of a smaller number of countries that complement the findings presented. 

Sustainable Development Goal 4 

In September 2015, world leaders gathered to set ambitious goals for the future of the global community. Goal 4 of the 
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) seeks to ensure “inclusive and equitable quality education and promote lifelong 
learning opportunities for all”. Each target of the SDG 4 framework has at least one global indicator and a number of related 
thematic indicators designed to complement the analysis and the measurement of the target. 

The United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) oversees the education SDG agenda in the 
context of the United Nations-led SDG framework. As the custodian agency for most of the SDG 4 indicators, the UNESCO 
Institute of Statistics (UIS) is co-ordinating global efforts to develop the indicator framework to monitor progress towards 
SDG 4 targets. In addition to collecting data, the UIS works with partners to develop new indicators, statistical approaches 
and monitoring tools to better assess progress across the education-related SDG targets. 
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In this context, the OECD’s education programmes have a key role to play in the achievement of – and measuring progress 
towards – SDG 4 and its targets. There is a high level of complementarity between the SDG 4 agenda and the OECD’s 
education policy tools, instruments, evidence and dialogue platforms. The OECD is working with the UIS, the SDG 4 Steering 
Committee and the technical working groups that have been put in place to help build a comprehensive data system for global 
reporting, agree on the data sources and formulae used for reporting on the SDG 4 global indicators, and on selected thematic 
indicators for OECD and partner countries. 

As part of this global effort to advance the dialogue and progress of the SDG monitoring, Education at a Glance continues to 
devote an indicator to this universal education agenda. The analysis aims to provide an assessment of where OECD and 
partner countries stand on their way to meeting the SDG targets. Depending on the focus of each edition, the selected global 
and thematic SDG indicators presented may differ from year to year. Thus, the SDG chapter draws on the general framework 
of Education at a Glance. 

Equity in Education at a Glance 2021 

As the selected theme for this year’s publication, equity is at the forefront of Education at a Glance 2021. Equity in education 
means that access, participation and progression to obtain a quality education are available to all and that personal or social 
circumstances – such as gender, socio-economical or immigrant background – are not obstacles to achieving educational 
potential. Therefore, a large number of indicators in this year’s edition analyse participation and progression through 
education, as well as the outcomes of education across a number of equity dimensions: gender, immigrant background or 
country of origin, and subnational regions. The socio-economic dimension is assessed through an analysis of education 
indicators by type of educational institution, whether public or private, as well as through the educational finance indicators. 
A new indicator on the criteria considered to allocate public funds to schools complements this analysis. The indicator sheds 
light on how resource allocation mechanisms can support efforts towards greater equity in schools, considering differences 
in size (the number of students, teaching and non-teaching staff, and facilities provided), location (rural, remote or urban), 
programmes offered (e.g. special educational needs programmes, different vocational fields, a focus on sports or the arts) 
and characteristics of the student population (for example, specific elements of disadvantage). A second new indicator 
examines teacher attrition rates among male and female teachers and complements the analysis on gender equity among 
the teaching profession. 

In line with this general focus of the publication, the SDG indicator in Education at a Glance 2021 focuses on the status of 
Target 4.5 that aims to “eliminate gender disparities in education and ensure equal access to all levels of education and 
vocational training for the vulnerable, including persons with disabilities, indigenous peoples and children in vulnerable 
situations” by 2030. 

Maintaining equity has been particularly challenging in the context of the COVID-19 pandemic. Disadvantaged students are 
most likely to struggle with distance learning, and are more at risk of disengaging with education during sustained periods of 
school closures. Similarly, those with lower educational attainment face higher uncertainty and instability in the job market. A 
supplemental COVID-19 spotlight released jointly with this publication complements the thematic focus on equity. It explores 
in greater depth the educational response during the pandemic, analysing the measures implemented across the world to 
ensure educational continuity and equitable learning during school disruptions (OECD, 2021[1]). 

Table A summarises the indicators and chapters that contribute to the analysis of equity in this year’s Education at a Glance. 

Table A. Indicators including an analysis of equity in Education at a Glance 2021, by equity dimension 
Chapter Indicator 

number 
Indicator Equity dimensions 

Gender Socio-
economic 

status 

Country of 
origin 

Subnational 

Chapter A:  
The output of 
educational 
institutions and the 
impact of learning 

A1 To what level have adults studied? X  X X 
A2 Transition from education to work: Where are today’s youth? X  X X 
A3 How does educational attainment affect participation in the 

labour market? 
X  X X 

A4 What are the earnings advantages from education? X  X  
A5 What are the financial incentives to invest in education? X    
A6 How are social outcomes related to education? 

 
X   
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Chapter Indicator 
number 

Indicator Equity dimensions 

Gender Socio-
economic 

status 

Country of 
origin 

Subnational 

A7 To what extent do adults participate equally in education and 
learning? 

X   X 

Chapter B:  
Access to 
education, 
participation and 
progression 

B1 Who participates in education? X X  X 
B2 How do early childhood education systems differ around the 

world? 

 
  X 

B3 Who is expected to graduate from upper secondary education? X X X  
B4 Who is expected to enter tertiary education? X    
B5 Who is expected to graduate from tertiary education? X    
B6 What is the profile of internationally mobile students? 

 
X   

Chapter C: 
Financial 
resources invested 
in education 

C1 How much is spent per student on educational institutions? 
 

X  X 
C2 What proportion of national wealth is spent on educational 

institutions? 

 
   

C3 How much public and private investment in educational 
institutions is there? 

 
X   

C4 What is the total public spending on education? 
 

   
C5 How much do tertiary students pay and what public support do 

they receive? 

 
X   

C6 On what resources and services is education funding spent? 
 

X   
C7 Which factors influence the salary cost of teachers per student?     

Chapter D: 
Teachers,  
the learning 
environment and 
the organisation  
of schools 

D1 How does time spent by students in the classroom vary over the 
years? 

 
  X 

D2 What is the student-teacher ratio and how big are classes? 
 

X   
D3 How much are teachers and school heads paid? X   X 
D4 How much time do teachers and school heads spend teaching 

and working? 

 
  X 

D5 Who are the teachers? X    
D6 How are public funds allocated to schools?  X   
D7 What proportion of teachers leave the teaching profession? X    
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