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4 Selecting and grouping students

This chapter describes how students are selected and sorted into different grade
levels, schools, programmes and classes. It discusses the length and duration of
schooling, attendance at pre-primary school and grade repetition. The chapter then
examines the concentration of students in schools, the age at which students are
first tracked into general or vocational programmes, and how they are grouped by
ability, both between and within classes. These policies are then related to student
performance, and to the equity of education systems.

For Australia*, Canada*, Denmark*, Hong Kong (China)*, Ireland*, Jamaica®*, Latvia*, the Netherlands*, New
Zealand*, Panama®*, the United Kingdom* and the United States*, caution is advised when interpreting estimates
because one or more PISA sampling standards were not met (see Reader’'s Guide, Annexes A2 and A4).
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Students with different abilities and interests are found in every grade and school. School systems address this
diversity in different ways. In comprehensive systems, students are taught in mixed-ability classes and follow a similar
path through education, regardless of their abilities, behaviour and interests. By minimising or delaying the use of
grade repetition, tracking and ability grouping, these systems give students greater opportunities to share learning
experiences with higher-achieving peers and, at the same time, give “late bloomers” more time to catch up
academically. In vertically stratified systems, students of a similar age are enrolled in different grade levels, mainly
as a result of grade repetition. In horizontally stratified systems, students of different abilities, behaviour or interests
are separated into different schools, programmes and classes so that what is learned (content and difficulty) and how
it is taught (pedagogy) can be tailored to better meet students’ needs. This sorting and grouping of students is
generally termed educational stratification, which refers to the various ways that schools and education systems
organise instruction for students with different abilities, behaviour, interests and pace of learning (Dupriez, Dumay
and Vause, 2008(1;; Oakes, 1985(2).

The more stratified an education system is, the more varied the pathways along which students progress through
school, and the more likely it is that disadvantaged students are placed in the least academically oriented and
demanding learning environments, potentially limiting their educational opportunities (Horn, Keller and Robert,
20163); Strello et al., 20214;; Triventi et al., 2020;5; Van de Werfhorst and Mijs, 2010ig)). PISA 2022 data show that
in OECD countries with more stratification policies in place, students’ socio-economic status was more strongly
associated with mathematics performance (i.e. greater socio-economic unfairness), as illustrated in Table 11.4.1. Of
these stratification policies, some were also negatively associated with education systems’ average mathematics
performance, even after accounting for per capita GDP. This was observed when considering grade repetition, the
concentration of socio-economically advantaged students in schools and grouping students by ability within classes.

What the data tell us

e In countries with more stratification policies in place, students’ socio-economic status was more strongly
associated with mathematics performance.

e On average across OECD countries and in a majority of education systems, students who had attended
pre-primary education for at least one year were considerably less likely to have repeated a grade than
students who had never attended pre-primary education or who had attended for less than one year, even
after accounting for socio-economic factors.

e Iceland, Israel, Japan, Korea, Mexico, Norway and the United Kingdom promote students automatically
to the next grade level in both primary and lower secondary school.

e Early tracking and selective admissions procedures are related to the concentration of socio-economically
advantaged and disadvantaged students in schools.

e In equitable and high-performing education systems, almost all students had attended pre-primary school;
few students had repeated a grade; socio-economically advantaged and disadvantaged students were
not heavily concentrated in certain schools; students were tracked into different curricular programmes
relatively late; and comparatively few students were grouped by ability between classes.

However, grouping students of similar abilities and interests together may enable teachers to tailor their instruction
level and teaching strategies to students’ skills and interests, potentially benefitting low- and high-achieving students
(Duflo, Dupas and Kremer, 20117). In addition, well-resourced and attractive vocational programmes may improve
the career prospects of low-achieving and disadvantaged teenagers, especially those at risk of leaving the school
system early (Bartlett, 2009s)).

The effect of stratification on student outcomes is the subject of ongoing debate; yet global trends show that, since
the 1960s, education systems have shifted away from tracking practices towards more comprehensive approaches,
especially at the lower secondary level (Furuta, 20209). The COVID-19 pandemic may have further accelerated
some of these “destratification” policies. Some education systems, for instance, eased the criteria for promoting
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students to the next grade level in the wake of school closures. But is there anything left of these emergency
measures? And are education systems less stratified today than they were before COVID-19? Unfortunately, PISA
data can only provide tentative answers to these questions because some of the questions on stratification,
particularly those related to attendance at pre-primary school and grade repetition, refer to 15-year-old students’
academic pathways before the pandemic started. Despite these limitations, evidence in this chapter shows that the
OECD education systems examined were somewhat less stratified in 2022 than they were in 2018, at least with
regard to attendance at pre-primary school, grade repetition and ability grouping (Tables 11.B1.4.4, 11.B1.4.13, and
11.B1.4.29).

Table 11.4.1. Selecting and grouping students, performance and equity in mathematics

System-level correlation coefficients, OECD countries

OECD countries

Mean score in | Socio-economic | Index of sense Mean score in | Socio-economic | Index of sense
mathematics fairness’ of belonging mathematics fairness! of belonging
r Partial r r Partial r r Partial r r Partial r r Partial r r Partial r

0.12 0.10 012 | -0.13 0.50 0.51 0.52 0.41 -047 | -0.43 0.18 0.12

Percentage of students who had attended

Vertical pre-primary school for at least 1 year
stratification Percentage of students who had repeated a grade
of students at least once in primary (ISCED 1), lower secondary | -043 | -0.39 | -0.34 | -0.33 | 0.16 0.25 041 | -036 | 003 | -002 | -0.22 | -0.18

(ISCED 2) or upper secondary (ISCED 3) school

Isolation index

: . . -0.30 | 006 | -0.66 | -0.72 | 024 | -0.08 -0.04 0.12 -0.56 | -0.63 | -0.09 | -0.05
of socio-economically disadvantaged students

Isolation index of socio-economically
advantaged students

Isolation index of low-achieving students
in mathematics

Isolation index of high-achieving students
in mathematics

-058 | -041 | -045 | -051 | -029 | -0.12 -0.30 | 012 | -0.36 | -0.46 | -0.31 | -0.27

0.08 024 | -0.71 | -0.72 | 0.10 0.19 0.22 029 | -0.60 | -0.61 0.1 0.1

-0.02 | 020 | -0.50 | -0.51 | -0.08 | 0.04 0.10 | 001 | -0.38 | -043 | -0.12 | -0.09

Sorting and
selecting students | Number of distinct education programmes available
horizontally to 15-year-old students 0.20 0.35 -0.49 | -049 0.29 0.37 0.08 0.04 -0.39 | -0.39 0.24 0.23

Age at first selection in the education system -0.01 0.02 0.64 0.66 024 | -0.24 -0.12 0.02 0.37 0.34 -0.05 | -0.01

Percentage of students enrolled in pre-vocational
or vocational programmes

Percentage of students in schools where students
are grouped into different classes for all subjects

Percentage of students in schools where students
are grouped within classes for all subjects

-0.09 | 006 | -0.28 | -0.27 | 0.00 0.10 0.02 020 | -016 | -0.21 | 0.31 0.34

-012 | -0.09 | -020 | -020 | 0.13 017 -042 | -037 | 035 0.31 -0.20 | -0.16

-0.56 | -049 | 0.12 014 | -0.10 | 0.0 -0.54 | -056 | 043 040 | -022 | -0.19

1. Socio-economic fairness is measured by the percentage of variation in student performance that is not accounted for by the PISA index of economic, social and cultural status.
Higher percentages indicate higher levels of fairess by student socio-economic status.

Notes: Values shown in this table are correlation coefficients. Values that are statistically significant at the 5% level (p<0.05) are in bold, those at the 10% level (p<0.10) are in
italics.

Values under the label "Partial r" are partial correlation coefficients, adjusting for per capita GDP of countries and economies.

Number of countries and economies may differ between the analyses included in the table.

Source: OECD, PISA 2022 Database, Annex B1, Chapter 4.

This chapter starts by describing the length and duration of schooling, the patterns of attendance at pre-primary
education, which has become a normal — and often compulsory — part of students’ trajectory through education, and
grade repetition (Figure 11.4.1). The second part of the chapter considers three types of horizontal stratification: that
which occurs between schools, typically referred to as concentration of students in schools; that which occurs
between instructional programmes, usually known as tracking; and that which occurs within schools, typically labelled
ability grouping. The chapter also analyses how these stratification policies and practices are related to education
outcomes, and how these relationships may have been altered during and since the COVID-19 pandemic.

PISA 2022 RESULTS (VOLUME II) © OECD 2023



1129

Figure 11.4.1. School system stratification as covered in PISA 2022

How students progress Grouping

through schooling and selecting students
Theoretical starting age || Concentration of students
and duration of schooling in schools
Early childhood || General and vocational
and pre-primary education tracks

J Grade repetition 1| Ability grouping

How education systems address student diversity

Figure 11.4.2 classifies education systems according to three key stratification policies: how early students are
selected into different curricular programmes (early tracking); the prevalence of grade repetition; and how common
it is for schools to group students by ability between classes (for all subjects). Education systems are considered to
resort to a particular stratification policy if the values are below (for age at selection) or above (for grade repetition
and ability grouping) the OECD average.

According to this analysis, the largest group is composed of comprehensive education systems, that is, those that
resorted to the three stratification policies less frequently than on average across OECD countries. The OECD
countries in this group are: Denmark*, Estonia, Finland, Greece, Iceland, Ireland*, Japan, Korea, Latvia*, Mexico,
New Zealand*, Norway, Poland, Slovenia, Sweden and the United Kingdom*. At the other end of the spectrum, seven
education systems, including Costa Rica, the Netherlands* and Switzerland, resorted to all three stratification policies
more frequently than on average across OECD countries. Some countries/economies relied mostly on one
stratification policy. For instance, Chile, France, Portugal and Spain had a relatively high proportion of grade
repeaters; Israel tended to sort students by ability between classes; and the Czech Republic, Hungary, Italy, Lithuania
and Tarkiye, all began tracking students relatively early in their education. The remaining education systems
combined two of the stratification policies. For instance, the Slovak Republic stood out for tracking relatively early
and grouping students by ability; Colombia for grouping students by ability and having a relatively high proportion of
grade repeaters; and Austria, Belgium and Germany for tracking students early and having a high prevalence of
grade repetition.
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Figure 11.4.2. Classifying education systems according to three key stratification policies

Comprehensive education systems

Denmark?*, Estonia, Finland, Georgia, Greece, Iceland, Ireland*, Japan, Korea,
Latvia*, Mexico, Moldova, Mongolia, New Zealand*, Norway, Poland, Serbia, Slovenia,
Sweden, Chinese Taipei, United Kingdom*, Uzbekistan

Early tracking' Argentina Grade repetition?

Austria
Bulgaria Belgium Brazil
Czech Republic Germany Chile
Hungary Paraguay France
Italy Peru Macao (China)
Lithuania Panama*
Singapore Portugal
Tirkiye Costa Rica Spain
Hong Kong (China)*
Jamaica*
Morocco
Netherlands* Cambodia
Switzerland Colombia
United Arab Dominican Republic
Emirates El Salvador
Indonesia
Jordan
Palestinian Authority
Philippines
Qatar
Albania Uruguay
Baku (Azerbaijan)
Croatia
Israel
Kazakhstan
Malta
Montenegro
North Macedonia
Romania
Saudi Arabia
Thailand
Ukrainian regions (18 of 27)
Viet Nam

Brunei Darussalam
Slovak Republic

Ability grouping?

1. Education systems placed in the early tracking circle are those where students were selected into different curricular programmes at age 14 or earlier (OECD average is 14.3

years).
2. Education systems placed in the grade repetition circle are those where the percentage of students who had repeated a grade at least once in primary or secondary education

was above the OECD average (9.0%).
3. Education systems placed in the ability grouping circle are those where the percentage of students enrolled in schools where students were grouped by ability between classes

for all subjects was above the OECD average (6.7%).
Source: OECD, PISA 2022 Database, Annex B1, Chapter 4.
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Charting students’ progress through schooling

The vertical structure of an education system refers to the sequence of grades and levels of instruction that students
must progress through in order to complete their schooling. This structure outlines the grades in which students are
expected to be enrolled according to their age. But daily educational practice often results in students of a similar
age being enrolled in different grade levels. This is typically known as vertical stratification. For example, many
students enter pre-primary or primary school at an age that is different from the “theoretical” age at entry established
in national legislation. Similarly, some students stay in primary or secondary school longer than others do, often
because of grade repetition, while some drop out of school without completing their programme. System-level
policies, school characteristics and practices, students’ family background and other outside-of-school experiences
are associated with the odds of successfully progressing from one instructional grade or level to the next, and of
entering higher education (Bai et al., 20211105; Horn, Keller and Rébert, 20163;; Shavit and Blossfeld, 1993;11)). Vertical
stratification indicators are related mostly to the performance and fairness components of resilience
(Table 11.B1.4.31).

Pre-primary and upper secondary education are compulsory in some education systems

National laws and regulations formally define the sequence of grades and levels of instruction that students must
progress through their schooling by establishing the age at which students are expected to enter different education
levels, the duration of these levels of education, and the requirements for students’ entry and graduation. Through
its system-level questionnaire, PISA 2022 asked countries to report the age, established by law and regulation, at
which students enter pre-primary, primary, lower secondary and upper secondary education (the theoretical starting
age), and the number of years of schooling a student is expected to complete before graduating from each of these
levels (the theoretical duration or length). The system-level questionnaire also asked the ages between which
students are legally required to attend school (compulsory education) at the time the data were collected. Figure 11.4.3
summarises this information. The theoretical structure of education systems includes both compulsory schooling and
the education levels or years of schooling in which students might enrol on a voluntary basis.

Students in the typical school system are expected to start pre-primary education at the age of 3, primary school at
the age of 6, secondary education at the age of 12, upper secondary education at the age of 15, and at 18 they are
expected to obtain their upper secondary degree (Figure 11.4.3). However, students’ expected trajectories through
schooling vary considerably across countries. Instead of starting at the age of 3, pre-primary education begins at the
age of 2 in Iceland, Mongolia and Chinese Taipei; at the age of 4 in 14 school systems, and at the age of 5 in
Guatemala, Indonesia and the Philippines. Upper secondary education for students in general programmes typically
ends when students are 18 years old, but in 9 education systems students can complete this level of education at
least one year earlier. In 26 education systems the earliest students in general programmes can complete their upper
secondary education is after they turn 19.

In OECD countries, students are typically obliged to attend school between the ages of 6 and 16, whereas in partner
countries and economies they are typically required to be schooled until they turn 15 (Figure 11.4.3). In some
education systems, including those in the Dominican Republic, Israel and Mexico, students are required to attend
school for 15 years, from the age of 3 to 18. In Malaysia, by contrast, education is compulsory for only six years.
Education systems also need to determine whether compulsory education should start before children are 6 years
old, and whether it should be extended until the age of legal adulthood, which is typically set at 18 years. Of the 82
education systems with available data (includes subnational entities in Belgium and the United Kingdom), students
in 27 of them are obliged to attend school before they turn 6; in the Dominican Republic, Israel, Mexico, Moldova and
Peru school is compulsory for 3-year-olds. Around 1 in 3 school systems extend compulsory education until the age
of 18; in Jamaica and North Macedonia teenagers are obliged to remain in school until the age of 19.
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Figure 11.4.3. The vertical structure of education systems
Theoretical starting age and theoretical duration of pre-primary, primary and secondary education for students in general
programmes
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1. There is variation across jurisdictions in the country. Data refer to typical age across jurisdictions. 2. In the United States, official starting age for compulsory education ranges
between 5 and 8 years; official end of compulsory education for full-time students in general programmes ranges from 16 to 19 years.

3. Typical is based on modal values across countries and economies. Note: Theoretical starting age is the age at which students are expected to enter an education level
according to national law or regulation. The theoretical duration is the number of years of schooling a student is expected to complete before graduating from an education level
according to law or regulation. Countries and economies are shown in descending order of the number of compulsory years of schooling. Among education systems with the
same number of years of compulsory education, countries/economies are shown in ascending order of the starting age of compulsory education, followed by the age at entry into
pre-primary education, primary education, lower secondary and upper secondary education, and duration of upper secondary education.

Source: OECD, PISA 2022 Database, Tables B3.1.1 and B3.1.2.
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There are still wide gaps in pre-primary school attendance

As evidence about the importance of high-quality pre-primary education grows (Heckman, 2006(12;; OECD, 201813)),
enrolment in pre-primary education has become more prevalent around the world (OECD, 2022;14;; UNESCO Institute
for Statistics, 2012;15)). Research suggests that a variety of outcomes can be boosted by high-quality pre-primary
education, including children’s cognitive development and well-being, later academic achievement and even adult
earnings (Duncan et al., 200716); Nordic Council of Ministers, 2012[17). In this regard, a recent study by UNICEF
estimates that the temporary closures of pre-primary schools during the COVID-19 pandemic may have significant
adverse effects on the earnings, later in life, of the children whose schools were closed, especially if the learning loss
cannot be fully compensated for during subsequent years of schooling (Nugroho et al., 2020;1s)).

Attendance at pre-primary school has been shown to improve students’ behaviour, attention, effort and class
participation in primary school (Berlinski, Galiani and Gertler, 200919;; Taniguchi, 202212q)). In addition, early
education programmes are cost-effective interventions with substantial economic returns to investment, particularly
in low- and lower-middle-income countries (Heckman et al., 2010p21;; Richter etal., 2021;22)). The benefits of
attendance at pre-primary education tend to be greater for socio-economically disadvantaged children (Suziedelyte
and Zhu, 2015p23)). However, the benefits also depend on the quality of the early childhood education and care, as
defined by positive staff-child interactions and more exposure to developmental activities, among other factors
(Melhuish et al., 2015p24)).

Data from PISA 2022 show that most 15-year-old students reported that they had attended pre-primary education
for 3 years or more (57% of students), 2 years (24%), or 1 year (14%), on average across OECD countries
(Table 11.B1.4.1). In 50 countries/economies, at least 90% of students had attended pre-primary education for at least
one year. In Denmark*, Hong Kong (China)*, Hungary, Iceland, Japan, and Macao (China), attending pre-primary
education for at least 2 years was virtually universal (more than 95% of students had done so). By contrast, at least
25% of students in Baku (Azerbaijan), Cambodia, the Dominican Republic, Kazakhstan, Kosovo, Morocco, North
Macedonia, Saudi Arabia and Uzbekistan reported that they had not attended or that they had attended pre-primary
education for less than a year.

Cross-national variations in participation in pre-primary education may be related to several factors. For example,
some countries may have lower rates of pre-primary attendance due to longer parental leave, or because there is a
culture where infants are cared for in the home. Other countries, such as the United Kingdom, may offer earlier
access to primary education and therefore there is less time between birth and primary school for attendance at pre-
primary education. However, the main source of cross-country variations is most likely related to the extent to which
pre-primary education is available and affordable to all families. To improve the affordability of early childhood
education, governments typically build and manage pre-primary schools directly, subsidise private school operators
through public grants and tax relief, or support households through vouchers and tax credits (Boeskens, 20162s);
Doorley et al., 20212¢;; Purcal and Fisher, 200627).

The percentages of 15-year-old students who had attended pre-primary education remained fairly stable between
2018 and 2022, on average across OECD countries (Table 11.B1.4.4). While in 2018 93.7% of 15-year-olds had
attended pre-primary education for one year or longer, in 2022 the percentage had increased to 94.1%, a small but
significant difference. In some education systems, including Baku (Azerbaijan), Indonesia, Kazakhstan, Montenegro,
Saudi Arabia and Tirkiye, attendance at pre-primary school for at least a year increased by at least five percentage
points during the period. Particularly noteworthy is the increase in pre-primary school attendance in Saudi Arabia
where the share of 15-year-olds who had attended pre-primary education for at least a year increased from 48% to
71% in the space of four years. By contrast, in Albania, the Dominican Republic and the Philippines there was an
increase of at least 3 percentage points in the share of 15-year-olds who had not attended pre-primary education at
all, or who had done so for less than a year.

While the gender gap in access to pre-primary education was generally small or negligible in 2022, the socio-
economic gap was sizeable (Figure 11.4.4 and Table 11.B1.4.2). In 66 out of 80 countries/economies for which there
are comparable data, socio-economically advantaged students were more likely to have attended pre-primary

PISA 2022 RESULTS (VOLUME II) © OECD 2023



134 |

education than disadvantaged students. In 12 education systems, the socio-economic gap in attendance amounted
to more than 20 percentage points. In Turkiye, for instance, 93% of socio-economically advantaged students but only
60% of disadvantaged students had attended pre-primary education for at least one year. Students with an immigrant
background were also less likely to have attended pre-primary education than students without an immigrant
background, on average across OECD countries. The gap in pre-primary participation related to immigrant
background was particularly large in Germany, Jamaica, Jordan, Kazakhstan, Malta, the Netherlands*, Norway, the
Philippines, Slovenia, Sweden, Thailand and Turkiye. In Slovenia, for example, 95% of students without an immigrant
background had attended pre-primary education for at least one year, compared to 69% of students with an immigrant
background.

Access to early childhood education for rural children remains a challenge in many parts of the world, particularly in
middle- and low-income countries (Choudhury, Joshi and Kumar, 202325); Temple, 200929}; Zaw, Mizunoya and Yu,
2021301). PISA 2022 data confirm that fewer students in rural schools had attended pre-primary education than
students in urban schools, especially in partner countries/economies (Table [1.B1.4.3). In Brunei Darussalam,
Cambodia, the Dominican Republic, Guatemala, North Macedonia, Panama®*, Qatar and Saudi Arabia participation
in pre-primary education was at least 10 percentage points higher among students enrolled in urban schools than
among students enrolled in rural schools. In Georgia, Lithuania and Morocco the rural-urban gap surpassed 20
percentage points.

Students who had attended pre-primary education for longer scored better in mathematics than students who had
not attended at all or who had attended for only a few months (Table 11.B1.4.5). On average across OECD countries,
the mathematics score attained by students who had attended pre-primary education for 1 year, 2 years or 3 years
or more was higher (11, 17 and 16 score points higher, respectively) than the score attained by students who never
attended or who had attended for less than one year, after accounting for socio-economic factors.

Figure 11.4.4. Differences in 15-year-old students' attendance at pre-primary school

Percentage of students who had attended pre-primary school; OECD average

[l OECD countries
[0 Partner countries and economies

1"30 Gender Socio-economic status' Immigrant background School location Type of school
95
90
85
80
75
70
Boys Girls Disadvantaged ~ Advantaged Non-immigrant Immigrant Rural Urban Public Private
students students students students

1. The socio-economic profile is measured by the PISA index of economic, social and cultural status (ESCS).
Source: OECD, PISA 2022 Database, Annex B1, Chapter 4.

Does attendance at pre-primary education make it less likely that students will repeat a grade?

One of the reasons parents enrol their children in early childhood education is to prepare them for regular school,
and to help them avoid academic and social problems later. Grade repetition is regarded as one of those problems.
While the cross-sectional nature of PISA data cannot establish causality, PISA 2022 results clearly show that, on
average across OECD countries and in a majority of education systems, students who had attended pre-primary
education for at least one year were considerably less likely to have repeated a grade in any education level than
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students who had never attended pre-primary education or who had attended for less than one year, even after
accounting for socio-economic factors (Figure 11.4.5).

The education systems with the strongest negative association between attendance at early childhood education and
grade repetition were Denmark*, Greece, Iceland, Israel, Malaysia, Singapore, Sweden, Chinese Taipei and
Thailand; the only education system with a positive association was North Macedonia. In the case of Thailand, for
instance, 15-year-old students who had not attended pre-primary education, or had done so for less than one year,
were about 5 times more likely to have repeated a grade than students who had attended for one year or longer.

Figure 11.4.5. Attendance at pre-primary school and grade repetition

Based on students' reports

Increased likelihood of repeating a grade at least once at any education level
when students had attended at least one year of pre-primary school
(Reference: having not attended or having attended for less than a year)
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Source: OECD, PISA 2022 Database, Annex B1, Chapter 4.

PISA 2022 RESULTS (VOLUME II) © OECD 2023



136 |

Grade repetition: A vanishing practice

Grade repetition is the practice of requiring students to remain in the same grade level for an additional year, instead
of promoting them to the next grade along with their peers of the same age. School leaders and teachers, sometimes
in consultation with parents, are responsible for decisions on who will be promoted or retained, sometimes within
guidelines or regulations coming from national or other levels of government (European Commission, 201131)).
Students are typically required to repeat a grade when they do not perform well academically, but other factors, such
as behaviour, fluency in the language of instruction and students’ background characteristics, may also play a role.
In this regard, PISA 2015 data revealed that boys, socio-economically disadvantaged students, and students with an
immigrant background were more likely to have repeated a grade, even after accounting for test performance and
school-related attitudes and behaviours (OECD, 201632)).

The intended purpose of grade repetition is to give students a “second chance” to master the knowledge and skills
appropriate for their grade level. If the curriculum is cumulative and further learning depends on a solid understanding
of what had been previously learned, then promoting students regardless of their mastery of the content might put
low-performing students in an increasingly difficult position at higher grades. For some of these students, repeating
a grade may improve their academic achievement (Jacob and Lefgren, 200433;). Removing the “threat” of grade
repetition may also have a negative impact on students’ willingness to put effort into their schoolwork (Zhang and
Huang, 2022;34)).

However, previous studies have shown that this “threat” effect is far from universal (Cabrera-Hernandez, 202235)),
and that any short-term gains in test scores associated with grade repetition tend to disappear in the long run (Alet,
Bonnal and Favard, 20133¢]). Previous research has, in fact, found mostly negative effects of grade repetition on
student outcomes. For instance, students who had repeated a grade tend to perform less well in school and hold
more negative attitudes towards school at age 15 than students who had not repeated a grade in primary or in
secondary education; they are also more likely to drop out of high school (lkeda and Garcia, 201437;; Manacorda,
20123g)). In addition, grade repetition can be a costly policy, as it generally requires greater expenditure on education
and delays students’ entry into the labour market (Education Endowment Foundation, 202339;; OECD, 201340)).

PISA uses a self-reported measure of grade repetition based on students’ responses to questions in the student
questionnaire that ask at which education level (primary or secondary) and how often (never, once or more than
once) they had repeated a grade. In interpreting the results, it is important to bear in mind that, since most of 15-
year-olds’ school years took place before the pandemic, PISA 2022 results should only partially reflect the COVID-
19 effect on grade repetition rates (if there is such an effect).

On average across OECD countries in 2022, 9% of students reported that they had repeated a grade at least once
in either primary or secondary school (Figure 11.4.6 and Table 11.B1.4.10). In 36 countries/economies, 5% of students
or less had repeated a grade. This group includes Japan and Norway, where the question was not asked to students,
but where grade repetition is expected to be close to zero given that a policy of automatic promotion is in place at
the primary and lower secondary levels and all, or virtually all, students were enrolled in the same grade level
(Tables B3.4.2 and 11.B1.4.7). In 14 countries, more than 20% of students had repeated a grade; in Colombia almost
40% of students had repeated a grade, and in Morocco around 46% of students had done so.

Consistent with the downward trend observed in earlier PISA assessments (OECD, 20201)), the share of 15-year-
olds who had repeated a grade continued to decline between 2018 and 2022. While in 2018 about 11% of 15-year-
olds had repeated a grade at least once, on average across OECD countries, in 2022, 9% of students had so done,
a decline of almost 2 percentage points (Table 11.B1.4.13). The largest drops, of at least six percentage points, were
observed in Argentina, Brazil, Chile, Costa Rica, the Dominican Republic, Guatemala, Macao (China), Mexico,
Panama*, Peru, Portugal, Spain and Uruguay. The drop in the percentage of students who had repeated a grade
over the past two decades was particularly steep in France (see Box 11.4.1). In 2003, about 40% of students had
repeated a grade in France; by 2015 the percentage had dipped to 22%; and in 2022 only 11% of students had
repeated a grade (Figure 11.4.7). By contrast, in a few education systems, particularly Albania, the Netherlands*, the
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Philippines and the Slovak Republic, the proportion of students who had repeated a grade grew during the 2018-
2022 period.

In almost all school systems, repeating a grade was more common among boys than among girls, and the gender
gap was larger in those education systems with a higher incidence of grade repetition (Table 11.B1.4.11). Furthermore,
in 63 countries/economies disadvantaged students were more likely than advantaged students to have repeated a
grade (Figure 11.4.6). On average across OECD countries, a disadvantaged student was more than three times as
likely as an advantaged student to have repeated a grade at least once. Students with an immigrant background
were also more likely to have repeated a grade; this was observed in 47 education systems. In half of these education
systems, students with an immigrant background were at least three times more likely to have repeated a grade. In
Finland, for instance, only 2% of students without an immigrant background but 13% with an immigrant background
had repeated a grade at least once.
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Figure 11.4.6. Grade repetition, and student and school characteristics

Percentage of students who had repeated a grade at least once in primary and secondary education
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Note: Questions about the type of school were not asked in the Flemish-speaking Community of Belgium. Data for Belgium represent only the French-speaking and German-

speaking Communities.
Countries and economies are ranked in descending order of the percentage of students who had repeated a grade at least once.

Source: OECD, PISA 2022 Database, Annex B1, Chapter 4.
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Box I.4.1. France re-thinks grade repetition

The French education system has traditionally been characterised by an exceptionally high number of grade
repeaters. Not anymore. In 2003, almost four in ten 15-year-old students in France had repeated a grade at least
once; nearly two decades later, the proportion had dropped to just one in ten (Figure 11.4.7a). While in 2009, France
had the third-highest percentage of grade repeaters among all OECD countries, only behind Costa Rica and
Luxembourg (OECD, 2016), in 2022 the share of grade repeaters in France was just slightly above the OECD
average. As this most recent PISA test shows, grade repetition rates in France were lower than those in Austria,
Belgium, Chile, Colombia, Costa Rica, Germany, the Netherlands, Portugal, Spain and Switzerland (Figure 11.4.6).
Interestingly, before the COVID-19 pandemic hit, this drop in grade repetition rates was not accompanied by a decline
in mathematics performance (Figure 11.4.7b), nor by an improvement in socio-economic fairness in France
(Figure 11.4.7¢), at least when compared to other OECD countries.

Figure 11.4.7. Key indicators on education in France, 2003 through 2022

A. Grade repetition C. Socio-economic unfairness
B. Mathematics performance
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1. The OECD average includes 20 countries with results for all assessments since 2003.

2. The question on grade repetition was not asked in PISA 2006.

3. The socio-economic status of students is measured by the PISA index of economic, social and cultural status (ESCS).
Source: OECD, PISA 2022 Database.

Why did the incidence of grade repetition in France decline so sharply? While there may be many reasons, the main
factor is probably related to changes in the regulations on grade repetition. In 2013, grade repetition was rendered
an exceptional measure (LO/ n° 2013-595 du 8 juillet 2013 d'orientation et de programmation pour la refondation de
I'école de la République); one year later it was prohibited in pre-primary school, and only permitted in cases where
students in primary or lower secondary school suffered serious disruptions to their learning, for instance because of
long-term iliness (Décret du 18 novembre sur le suivi et I'accompagnement pédagogique des éleves). More recently,
the French government backtracked, clarifying that holding back a student who is facing difficulties is not prohibited
(except in pre-primary school where pupils are still automatically promoted), and that the decision should be made
by the Council of Teachers (in primary school) or by the school principal (in lower secondary school) (Décret n° 2018-
119 du 20 février 2018 relatif au redoublement). However, repeating a grade should remain an exception and, when
prescribed, should be accompanied by a programme that encourages individual academic success (Programme
personnalisé de réussite educative).

Where this regulatory back-and-forth will take the French education system is still an open question. One thing seems
clear: if grade repetition becomes the default policy again, the education system will need to dedicate more resources
to cover all the additional school years that students are held back. To avoid the ballooning of costs associated with
grade repetition (Benhenda and Grenet, 2015p2)), French schools will need to make the most of existing support
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programmes, such as Remise a niveau and Activités pédagogiques complémentaires in primary education and
Devoirs faits in lower secondary education, to support struggling students before they are required to repeat a grade.

Remise a niveau are support programmes where low-achieving students in primary education learn French and
mathematics in small groups during three separate holiday weeks. Activités pédagogiques complémentaires are
differentiated instruction actions whereby struggling students in primary education are offered support activities to
awaken and strengthen their desire for learning. Devoirs faits is a study-help programme offered in lower secondary
schools to ensure that all students, especially those whose parents cannot support them academically, can complete
homework assignments.

Some education systems promote all students to the next grade level

Through its system-level questionnaire, PISA 2022 asked countries to describe the regulations regarding grade
repetition in primary and lower secondary education for students enrolled in both general and vocational programmes.
Across countries and economies that participated in PISA 2022, the policy of automatic promotion (i.e. no grade
repetition) was adopted by approximately 28% of education systems for primary education and by 24% of systems
for lower secondary education. The school systems incorporating automatic promotion at both primary and lower
secondary levels include Iceland, Israel, Japan, Korea, Mexico, Norway and the United Kingdom. Among the
education systems that use grade repetition, approximately 55% impose some sort of restriction on its use, typically
allowing it only in certain grades or limiting the times a student can repeat; 45% of these systems do not impose any
limitation.

The prevalence of grade repetition, as reported by students, varies depending on how education systems regulate
the practice (Figure 11.4.8). In education systems with automatic promotion in primary education, 3.6% of students
had repeated a grade at least once in primary education; 6.7% of students had repeated a grade at least once in the
education systems that allow grade repetition with restrictions; and 7.6% of students had repeated a grade at least
once in the education systems that allow grade repetition without restrictions. Similarly, in the education systems with
automatic promotion at the lower secondary level, 3.1% of students had repeated a grade at least once in lower
secondary education; 4.8% of students had repeated a grade at least once in those systems that allow grade
repetition with restrictions; and 5.6% of students had repeated a grade at least once in the education systems that
allow grade repetition without restrictions. These results suggest that education systems that aim to reduce the share
of grade repeaters may reasonably expect to achieve their goal by imposing certain restrictions on grade repetition
or eliminating the practice altogether. However, the results also indicate that other factors may be at play, such as
cultural traditions and societal beliefs about the benefits of grade repetition or students falling sick for a long period,
that may limit the effectiveness of the regulations. Also, some grade repeaters who emigrated recently may have
repeated a grade in their previous education system, which may slightly overestimate the prevalence of grade
repetition in education systems with automatic grade promotion.
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Figure 11.4.8. Regulations and prevalence of grade repetition
Percentage of students who had repeated a grade at least once at the specified education level; system-level analysis

School systems where the following applies to the specified education level:

% [0 With automatic promotion  [] Grade repetition allowed with restrictions [] Grade repetition allowed without restrictions
9
8
7
6
5
4
3
2 18 29 24 1% 23 35
1
0
Primary education Lower secondary education

Notes: The number of education systems in each group is shown inside the columns.

For this analysis, the French-speaking and Flemish-speaking communities of Belgium are included as separate entities because they reported different regulations on grade
repetition. The German-speaking community (Belgium) did not provide information.

Source: OECD, PISA 2022 Database, Annex B1, Chapter 4, and Tables B3.4.1 and B3.4.2.

Do teachers in education systems with automatic grade promotion provide greater support to
students?

Policy makers, teachers and parents in education systems where grade repetition is allowed may wonder how
education systems with automatic grade promotion handle students with inadequate knowledge and skills who would
have been held back in their system. Education experts often argue that grade repetition should be replaced with
additional and effective support to struggling students, following a more mastery-based approach to learning.
According to this approach, students are expected to spend time on a task until they achieve full proficiency, receiving
support from teachers when necessary. But do teachers in education systems with automatic grade promotion
provide greater teacher support than teachers in education systems where grade retention is allowed?

Grade repetition does not only affect academically struggling students: PISA data have shown that the policy may
also target students with negative behaviours and attitudes (OECD, 201632;). For this reason, all teachers, but
especially those in education systems where grade repetition cannot be the “solution” for misbehaving students,
should also consider the socio-emotional dimension of teaching by building positive and healthy relationships with
their students. Do teachers in education systems with automatic promotion build healthy relationships with students?

In order to answer these questions, the indices of mathematics teacher support and quality of student-teacher
relationships were examined. The index of mathematics teacher support is based on students’ responses to such
statements as “The teacher gives extra help when students need it” and “The teacher continues teaching until the
students understand”. The index of quality of student-teacher relationships is built on students’ responses to such
statements as “When my teachers ask how | am doing, they are really interested in my answer”, and “The teachers
at my school are friendly towards me” (for more details on these indices, see Chapter 3).

Students in education systems with automatic grade promotion were more likely than students in education systems
without automatic grade promotion to report that their mathematics teachers are supportive, and that they have good
relationships with their teachers (when considering the former, the difference is significant only when comparing
OECD countries) (Figure 11.4.9). For instance, in OECD countries with automatic grade promotion the index of
mathematics teacher support had a value of 0.16, which is significantly higher than the value of -0.10 found in OECD
countries that practice grade retention.
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Figure 11.4.9. Supporting students in education systems with automatic grade promotion
System-level analysis

Automatic promotion to next grade level in primary or lower secondary education
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Note: Statistically significant differences between education systems with and without automatic grade promotion are shown in a darker tone (see Annex A3).
Source: OECD, PISA 2022 Database, Annex B1, Chapter 4.

Students who have repeated a grade multiple times share certain characteristics

The PISA sample does not include students who have dropped out of the school system. However, it does include
students who are at a clear risk of leaving school early, some of whom may be close to doing so. Students who skip
school regularly tend to be at risk of dropping out entirely. PISA 2018 showed that students who had skipped a whole
day of school five times or more in the two weeks prior to the PISA test (but not those who skipped some classes or
arrived late for class) scored very low in the reading test (OECD, 201943)). Similarly, repeating a grade multiple times
during compulsory education indicates that a student is socially, emotionally and academically disengaged from
school life. To describe who these students are, the PISA questions on grade repetition in primary, lower secondary
and upper secondary school were combined to classify students into three groups: those who had never repeated a
grade, those who had repeated only once, and those who had repeated two or more times throughout their academic
career.

On average across OECD countries, 91.1% of students had never repeated a grade, 7.2% had repeated a grade
once, and 1.7% had repeated a grade more than once (Table 11.B1.4.16). The education systems where at least 5%
of students had repeated a grade multiple times were: Brazil, Cambodia, Colombia, the Dominican Republic,
Guatemala, Jordan, Morocco, the Palestinian Authority, the Philippines, Qatar, the United Arab Emirates and
Uruguay. Among OECD countries, Colombia (13% of students), Israel (4.1%), Belgium (4.1%), Portugal (3.9%),
Spain (3.6%) and Chile (3.4%), in descending order, had the largest percentages of students who had repeated a
grade more than once.

The findings in Figure 11.4.10 and Figure 11.4.11 clearly show that students who had repeated a grade multiple times
display characteristics, attitudes and behaviours that set them apart from students who had never repeated a grade,
and even from those who had repeated just once. The multiple repeaters were, in comparison to students who had
never repeated a grade, more likely to be boys, socio-economically disadvantaged, with an immigrant background,
and low-achievers in mathematics, reading and science. They were more likely to have skipped a whole day of school
and missed school for at least three months. They also reported a weaker sense of belonging at school and, contrary
to some stereotypes depicting these students as those who bully other students frequently, they reported being the
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victim of bullying much more frequently than students who had never repeated a grade, or who had repeated just
once. While this finding does not mean that these students never bully other students, it does paint a more nuanced
portrait of students who have repeated a grade multiple times during compulsory education.

The following results provide clear evidence of the characteristics of multiple repeaters:

About 67% of them were boys, compared to the percentage of boys (49%) among students who had never
repeated a grade, and the percentage of boys (57%) among students who had repeated only once

Almost one in three had an immigrant background, compared to one in seven among those who had not
repeated a grade

They were twice as likely to have skipped school at least once in the two weeks prior to the PISA test, and
seven times more likely to have missed school for a long period, than students who had never repeated a
grade

They were more than three times as likely to be low achievers in mathematics, reading and science as
students who had always progressed to the next grade level

Their value in the index of being bullied was almost one standard deviation above that observed among
students who had never repeated a grade

Keeping these students in school, and ensuring that they acquire the knowledge and skills necessary to lead
a productive and satisfying life is an urgent challenge for policy makers, school leaders and teachers,
particularly those in education systems with large shares of students who have repeated grades multiple
times.

Figure 11.4.10. Demographics, school absenteeism and academic performance, by grade repetition

Percentage of students, by the following characteristics; based on students' reports
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Note: All differences between students who never repeated and those who did more than once are statistically significant (see Annex A3).
Source: OECD, PISA 2022 Database, Annex B1, Chapter 4.
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Figure 11.4.11. Socio-economic status, sense of belonging and bullying, by grade repetition
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Note: All differences between students who never repeated and those who did more than once are statistically significant (see Annex A3).
Source: OECD, PISA 2022 Database, Annex B1, Chapter 4.

Grouping and selecting students

Horizontal stratification refers to the policies and practices used to select and sort students who are enrolled in the
same grade or education level into different schools, instructional programmes or ability groups. As with vertical
stratification practices, horizontal stratification policies aim to manage students’ heterogeneity in their interests and
academic performance, allowing teachers and schools to work with students who have similar levels of knowledge,
paces of learning or career prospects. However, research warns that horizontal stratification tends to exacerbate
achievement gaps and socio-economic inequality with little effect on average academic performance (Gamoran,
20091441). Sorting and grouping processes tend to be not just academically but also socio-economically selective
(Gerber and Cheung, 20085; Glaesser and Cooper, 2011us); Van de Werfhorst, 2019u47;). Other studies show that
early tracking may also hamper students’ civic and political engagement later in their lives, particularly among
students not selected for academically oriented programmes (Witschge and van de Werfhorst, 2020;4s)).

Three types of horizontal stratification are examined here, all of them related mostly to the fairness component of
resilience (Table 11.B1.4.31). Horizontal stratification between schools, typically referred as concentration of students
in schools, is the extent to which two or more social groups attend the same schools. Horizontal stratification between
instructional programmes, usually known as tracking, is the practice of sorting students into academically oriented
programmes or vocational programmes. Horizontal stratification within schools or programmes, typically labelled as
ability grouping, might occur in two ways: grouping students into different classes or grouping them within the same
class.
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Composing a student body

Schools can be places where students with different social backgrounds mingle, but they can also be places where
students only, or mostly, meet other students with a similar background. The concentration of students in schools is
the extent to which two or more social groups attend the same schools. There are multiple indices to measure school
segregation (Frankel and Volij, 2011pg)), including the isolation index used in this section. These indices aim to gauge
the opportunities for social interaction between different groups of students within a school. This is important because
classmates and schoolmates can have a strong influence on one another (i.e. peer effects) — for better and for worse.
They can motivate each other and help each other overcome learning difficulties; but they can also disrupt instruction,
require disproportionate attention from teachers, and be a source of anxiety. Recent empirical evidence emphasises
that, depending on their own level of ability and gender, some students are more sensitive than others to the
composition of their classes (Burke and Sass, 2013s0;; Lavy, Silva and Weinhardt, 201251;; Mendolia, Paloyo and
Walker, 2018s21). Moreover, greater social mixing in schools may nurture tolerance towards others (Karsten, 2010s3)),
and may thus benefit society as a whole. PISA 2022 data show, for instance, that generalised social trust (the extent
to which individuals have trust in other members of society) was higher in countries/economies where socio-
economically advantaged students were more likely to share school with less privileged students (Figure 11.4.12).
However, more social mixing also poses some challenges to teachers and school leaders and, in certain
circumstances, may lead to social conflict (Loxbo, 2018s4)).

The concentration of students in schools can be affected by the level of residential segregation in a location, economic
inequalities, school admissions and transfer policies (school selectivity), the degree of school competition, the criteria
families use to choose a school, the size of the private education sector, and the share of students enrolled in
vocational programmes (provided they do not share school premises with students in academically oriented
programmes) (Bonal, Zancajo and Scandurra, 2019s5;; Kutscher, Nath and Urzua, 2023s6;; Wilson and Bridge,
2019571). Some of these factors are directly linked to the school system (most of which are examined in Figure 11.4.16
and Figure 11.4.17), but others, such as the economic inequalities and the levels of residential segregation, are
external to the education system.

The degree of concentration of students in schools in an education system can be measured in different ways. In this
section, the analysis is based on the isolation index, which measures the extent to which certain types of students
(e.g. disadvantaged students) are isolated from all other types of students or from a specific group of students (e.g.
advantaged students) based on the school they attend. The isolation index is based on the normalised exposure
index (see Annex A3 for more details), and ranges from zero to one, where zero corresponds to full exposure and
one to full isolation. For instance, if all students are boys in the school attended by the average boy, which would be
the case in an education system where there are only single-sex schools, the isolation index for boys (and for girls)
would be one. By contrast, if boys and girls were randomly allocated to schools, the isolation index would be zero, or
very close to zero. The isolation index has the advantage of being (close to) scale-invariant and bounded (between
0 and 1) (Owens et al., 2022ss)). More importantly, the isolation index not only tells us how unequally distributed a
particular group is across an education system, but it also tells us if a group of students is isolated from, or exposed
to, other groups of students. When interpreting the findings, it is important to bear in mind that the isolation index is
calculated for entire education systems, and not for smaller geographical areas, such as school districts and
metropolitan areas, where students transfer from one school to another more frequently. This means that if a group
of students is unequally distributed across the territory of a country/economy, their value in the isolation index will be
higher. For instance, this might be the case for students with an immigrant background. If they are concentrated in
urban areas, which is often the case, the isolation index of these students is likely to be higher when calculated for
the entire country/economy.
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Figure 11.4.12. Concentration of students in schools and generalised social trust
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Note: The isolation index measures the extent to which certain types of students (e.g. disadvantaged students) are isolated from other all other types of students, or from a specific
group of students (e.g. advantaged students), based on the schools they attend. It ranges from 0 to 1 where 0 corresponds to full exposure and 1 to full isolation.
Sources: OECD, PISA 2022 Database, Annex B1, Chapter 4, and World Values Survey - Wave 7 (2017-22).

Concentration of socio-economically advantaged and disadvantaged students in schools

In most PISA-participating countries/economies, in 2022 socio-economically advantaged students were more
isolated, or more concentrated, in certain schools than their disadvantaged peers (Figure 11.4.13 and Table
[1.B1.4.17). The education systems where advantaged students were most concentrated into certain schools, relative
to the concentration experienced by disadvantaged students, were Brazil, Chile, Colombia, Hong Kong (China)*,
Morocco, Panama*, Paraguay, Thailand and Uruguay.

The degree to which socio-economically advantaged students were exposed to non-advantaged students, a group
that includes both socio-economically average students and disadvantaged students, varied considerably across
education systems. In many Latin American countries, such as Brazil, Chile, Colombia, El Salvador, Guatemala,
Panama* and Peru, advantaged students were the least likely among their advantaged counterparts in the other
PISA-participating countries/economies to encounter non-advantaged students in their school (Figure 11.4.13 and
Table 11.B1.4.17). These countries are usually characterised by having high levels of income inequality and residential
segregation, and a prevalence of private schools, which may explain why advantaged students are so often isolated
in these education systems. At the other end of the spectrum, advantaged students were most likely to share the
same school with non-advantaged students in Canada*, Denmark*, Finland, Iceland, Ireland*, Korea, New Zealand*,
Norway, the Palestinian Authority and Uzbekistan.

The concentration of disadvantaged students in some schools followed somewhat different patterns. While the list of
countries and economies with the highest levels of concentration of disadvantaged students included some Latin
American countries, such as Colombia, El Salvador, Guatemala, Panama* and Peru, it also included the European
countries Austria, Bulgaria, the Czech Republic, Hungary, Romania and the Slovak Republic, and Viet Nam (Table
11.B1.4.17). Disadvantaged students were more likely to attend schools with non-disadvantaged students in Brunei
Darussalam, Finland, Jamaica*, Kosovo, Malta, Montenegro, North Macedonia, Norway and Uzbekistan.
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Figure 11.4.13. Concentration of socio-economically advantaged and disadvantaged students in schools
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Isolation index

1. The isolation index measures the extent to which certain types of students (e.g. disadvantaged students) are isolated from other all other types of students, or from a specific
group of students (e.g. advantaged students), based on the schools they attend. It ranges from 0 to 1 where 0 corresponds to full exposure and 1 to full isolation.

Countries and economies are ranked in descending order of the extent to which socio-economically advantaged students were isolated from all other students (i.e. non-advantaged
students).

Source: OECD, PISA 2022 Database, Annex B1, Chapter 4.

Concentration of immigrants in schools

The concentration in schools of students with an immigrant background, and the effects that this may have on student
outcomes for both native and immigrant students, is a hotly debated issue. Some scholars have shown that having
a high concentration of immigrant students may hinder the academic performance of both native and immigrant
students (Jensen and Rasmussen, 2011s9), but others have observed no effects (Hardoy, Mastekaasa and Schgne,
2018601), or only effects among immigrants students (Pedraja-Chaparro, Santin and Simancas, 2016s1; Schneeweis,
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2015p62]). Examining the degree to which immigrant students are concentrated in certain schools is nonetheless
relevant for policy makers, particularly in those education systems with large shares of immigrant students.

Among the PISA-participating countries/economies where at least 5% of students have an immigrant background
(Table 1.B1.7.1), the highest levels of concentration of immigrants in schools (values in the isolation index above
0.25) were found in Australia*, Austria, Canada*, Qatar, the United Arab Emirates, the United Kingdom* and the
United States* (Figure 11.4.14 and Table 11.B1.4.17). All of these are education systems where immigrant students
represented more than 20% of the student population. However, other education systems with similar proportions of
immigrant students, such as Germany, Hong Kong (China)*, Macao (China), Singapore and Switzerland, displayed
more moderate levels of concentration of immigrant students across schools. For instance, in Austria the isolation
index of immigrant students was about 60% higher than that in Germany, despite having almost the same percentage
of students with an immigrant background.

Figure 11.4.14. Concentration of immigrant students in schools
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1. The isolation index measures the extent to which certain types of students (e.g. disadvantaged students) are isolated from other all other types of students, or from a specific
group of students (e.g. advantaged students), based on the schools they attend. It ranges from 0 to 1 where 0 corresponds to full exposure and 1 to full isolation.

Notes: Only countries and economies where more than 5% of students have an immigrant background are examined.

Countries and economies are ranked in descending order of the extent to which students with an immigrant background were isolated from students without an immigrant
background.

Source: OECD, PISA 2022 Database, Annex B1, Chapter 4.

Concentration of low- and high-achieving students in schools

Education systems differ greatly in the extent to which high-achieving and low-achieving students in mathematics
share the same schools. Many European countries, such as Austria, Bulgaria, France, Germany, Hungary, the
Netherlands*, Romania, the Slovak Republic, and Slovenia and Turkiye, and also Jamaica* and Japan, stood out for
displaying high levels in the index of isolation of low- or high-achievers (Table 11.B1.4.17). For example, with a value
of 0.95 in the isolation index, in the Netherlands* it was virtually impossible for a low-achieving student in mathematics
to be enrolled in the same school as a high-achieving student. By contrast, in Baku (Azerbaijan), Denmark*, Estonia,
Finland, Iceland, Ireland*, Malta, Norway, Saudi Arabia, Spain, Sweden and Uzbekistan, low-achieving 15-year-olds
were most likely to attend the same schools as high-achieving students.
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Concentration of boys and girls in schools

Schools are often imagined as having similar numbers of boys and girls. Across OECD countries, the concentration
of boys and girls is certainly less prevalent than that based on socio-economic status, immigrant background or
academic performance, but it is observed (Table 11.B1.4.17). For instance, in Jordan, the Palestinian Authority and
Saudi Arabia (values in the isolation index above 0.9), boys were completely, or almost completely, isolated from
girls in their schools. In Qatar and the United Arab Emirates (values in the isolation index above 0.5), many boys
were isolated from girls in their schools, largely because most (or all) public schools are single-gender schools. Other
education systems, such as Austria, Croatia, Ireland*, Israel, Korea, Malta, New Zealand* and Slovenia, also showed
significant levels of concentration of boys and girls in certain schools. Single-gender schools are the main reason
why gender imbalances across schools were observed, but the prevalence of vocational programmes, which tend to
present greater gender disparities than academic programmes, also contributed to this imbalance (see Box I11.3.1 in
(OECD, 2019u3))). This may explain why, across OECD countries, 15-year-old boys in comprehensive systems like
Estonia, Finland, Norway and Sweden were among the least isolated from girls. However, in some highly stratified
systems, such as Costa Rica and the Netherlands*, boys and girls were also evenly distributed across schools.

Concentration of other types of students in schools

PISA 2022 asked school principals to estimate the percentage of students in their school who have the following

characteristics: "Students whose heritage language is different from test language"; “students with special learning

needs”; “students from socio-economically disadvantaged homes”; “students who are immigrants (not including
refugees)”; “students who have parents who have immigrated”; and “students who are refugees”. Using principals’
answers to this question in a given country/economy, measured by the standard deviation, allows for an estimation
of how much these characteristics vary among schools. When interpreting the findings (Table 11.B1.4.18), it is
important to consider that the standard deviation can describe how much certain student characteristics vary across
schools; but this variation will depend on how many students with such characteristics are (identified) in the system.
For instance, if an education system rarely labels students as having special learning needs, the variation across
schools is likely to be small, at least compared to countries where more students are classified as having special

learning needs.

The scatterplot in Figure 11.4.15 shows that, according to school principals, some education systems classified few
students as having special learning needs. This occurred mostly in middle-income countries/economies where the
means to identify and support these students were probably limited. The graph also shows that students with special
learning needs were more concentrated in certain schools in some education systems than in others, even if there
were similar proportions of these students. For instance, Finland and the Slovak Republic had a similar share of
students with special learning needs (11%), but the variation across schools was considerably larger in the Slovak
Republic (19 percentage points) than in Finland (7 percentage points). Students with special learning needs were
also more unevenly distributed across schools than expected in Austria, Baku (Azerbaijan), Germany and Jamaica®*.
Some education systems, such as Georgia, Mongolia, North Macedonia and Thailand, had relatively few students
with special learning needs, but these students seemed to be concentrated in a limited number of schools. By
contrast, some education systems distributed these students more evenly than expected across schools, probably
because they favour a more inclusive approach towards students with special learning needs. Except for Finland,
Iceland and Malta, this group largely consisted of English-speaking countries, such as Australia*, Canada*, Ireland*,
the United Kingdom* and the United States*.

As for the other student characteristics considered, the countries with the largest variations across schools were:

o Students whose heritage language is different from the test language: Georgia, Hong Kong (China)*,
Indonesia, Qatar and the United Arab Emirates

e Students from socio-economically disadvantaged homes: Chile, Colombia, the Dominican Republic, El
Salvador and Guatemala
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e Students who are immigrants (not including refugees): Austria, Germany, Qatar, Singapore and
Switzerland

¢ Students who have parents who have immigrated: Australia*, Austria, Canada*, Germany and Qatar

e Students who are refugees: Baku (Azerbaijan), Georgia, Hong Kong (China)*, Jordan and the Palestinian
Authority.

Figure 11.4.15. Variation across schools in the share of students with special learning needs

Results based on principals' reports
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Note: Labels are only shown for countries and economies where principals reported percentages above 5%.
Source: OECD, PISA 2022 Database, Annex B1, Chapter 4.

Early tracking and selective admissions procedures are related to the concentration of socio-
economically advantaged and disadvantaged students in schools

Figure 11.4.16 and Figure 11.4.17 reveal that the concentration of socio-economically advantaged and disadvantaged
students in schools is related to some of the stratification and school-choice policies presented in this report, even
after accounting for per capita GDP and income inequality in the particular country/economy. Comparing 61
education systems with data for all 13 explanatory variables, the three variables that were associated with the
concentration of both socio-economically advantaged and disadvantaged students, measured by the isolation index
described above, were the age at which students are first selected into different curricular programmes, the
prevalence of ability grouping, and how selective schools are in the admissions process. The earlier students are
selected into different academic programmes and the more selective schools are when admitting students, the
greater the isolation of advantaged and disadvantaged students in the education system. Interestingly, there was
less concentration of advantaged and disadvantaged students in schools in those education systems where students
are frequently grouped by ability into different classes. This makes sense, because the need to place students with
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varying levels of knowledge, skills and interests into different programmes/schools, which typically results in greater
separation of these students across schools, may not be as pressing when these differences are already addressed
within schools.

Other policies are associated with the concentration of socio-economically advantaged students in certain schools,
but not with the concentration of their disadvantaged peers. This is observed in the percentage of students enrolled
in private schools and school transfer policies. The larger the share of students attending private schools, the more
isolated advantaged students are in certain schools. Also, education systems where it is relatively common to transfer
students to another school because they excel academically exhibited higher concentrations of socio-economically
advantaged students in certain schools.

Some stratification policies that one would expect to be related to school segregation are not significantly associated
with the isolation of advantaged or disadvantaged students when various policies were examined jointly. That is the
case when considering the percentage of students in vocational programmes, the degree to which schools compete
for students, the proportion of school funding that comes from parents in the form of school fees, and how likely it is
for schools to transfer students because of poor performance.

Figure 11.4.16. Policies associated with the concentration of advantaged students in schools
System-level analysis
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Notes: The explained variable is based on the isolation index, which measures the extent to which certain types of students (e.g. disadvantaged students) are isolated from other
all other types of students, based on the schools they attend. It ranges from 0 to 1 where 0 corresponds to full exposure and 1 to full isolation. The analysis is based on a
multivariate linear regression analysis of the 61 education systems with available data. All explanatory variables are examined jointly.

Statistically significant coefficients are shown in a darker tone (see Annex A3). Data for the Gini Index come from the World Development Indicators and the OECD database
(only for Japan and New Zealand*). The most recent year was used, unless data originate before 2013, in which case they appear as missing.

Variables are ranked in ascending order of the standardised regression coefficient.

Source: OECD, PISA 2022 Database, Annex B1, Chapter 4, and World Development Indicators.

PISA 2022 RESULTS (VOLUME II) © OECD 2023



152 |

Figure 11.4.17. Policies associated with the concentration of disadvantaged students in schools
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Notes: The explained variable is based on the isolation index, which measures the extent to which certain types of students (e.g. disadvantaged students) are isolated from other
all other types of students, based on the schools they attend. It ranges from 0 to 1 where 0 corresponds to full exposure and 1 to full isolation.

The analysis is based on a multivariate linear regression analysis of the 61 education systems with data for all variables. All explanatory variables are examined jointly.
Statistically significant coefficients are shown in a darker tone (see Annex A3).

Data for the Gini Index come from the World Development Indicators and the OECD database (only for Japan and New Zealand*). The most recent year was used, unless data
originate before 2013, in which case they appear as missing.

Variables are ranked in ascending order of the standardised regression coefficient.

Source: OECD, PISA 2022 Database, Annex B1, Chapter 4, and World Development Indicators.

In secondary education, the most common form of horizontal stratification between schools, typically known as
instructional tracking, consists of sorting students into different education programmes. In education systems that
use instructional tracking, some students choose or are selected into academically more demanding programmes,
which focus on the general skills required for post-secondary education, while other students choose or are selected
for vocational or technical programmes, which focus on the practical skills useful in the labour market (LeTendre,
Hofer and Shimizu, 2003(e3; Oakes, 1985p2; Perry and Southwell, 20144;). Often, among these vocational
programmes there is a further distinction between those that allow students to access technical universities, which
are typically longer in duration and combine academic and vocational subjects, and those channelling students
directly into the labour market.

Differentiation among education programmes: Age at selection, and the number and types of study
programmes

The age at which students are first tracked and the number of different instructional programmes available to students
are among the features of tracking policies that have been shown to be related to students’ learning outcomes
(Hanushek and WéRmann, 20065; OECD, 201632;; Van de Werfhorst, 20197)).
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Through its system-level questionnaire, PISA 2022 asked countries to provide a list of the school types or distinct
education programmes available to 15-year-old students. Across countries and economies that participated in PISA
2022, the number of distinct education programmes available to 15-year-old students ranged from a single
programme (in 24 education systems) to 7 different programmes (in Panama and Tirkiye) (Figure 11.4.18 and Table
B3.1.4). Many education systems offered 2 (13 countries/economies), 3 (16 countries/economies),
or 4 (17 countries/economies) instructional programmes to their 15-year-old students. Students in a few school
systems could also choose from 5 (7 countries/economies) or 6 (3 countries/economies) distinct instructional
programmes.

On average across OECD countries, school systems began selecting students for different programmes at the age
of 14.3 years (Table B3.1.4), roughly the same age as in previous PISA cycles (OECD, 2020u1;; OECD, 201632;
OECD, 2013u0). Some school systems, including Austria and Germany, continued selecting students as early as
age 10; but the most common age at selection was 15 (37 countries/economies), followed
by 16 (18 countries/economies). Most experts agree that selecting students before the age of 14 should be
considered “early” tracking. According to this metric, students are tracked early in their education pathways in 15
school systems, namely Austria and Germany (selection at age 10); the Czech Republic and the Slovak Republic
(selection at age 11); and Argentina, the Flemish Community of Belgium, the German-speaking Community of
Belgium, Brunei Darussalam, Costa Rica, Jamaica, Morocco, the Netherlands, Paraguay, Singapore and Switzerland
(selection at age 12).
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Figure 11.4.18. Instructional programmes and ability grouping
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Enrolment in vocational programmes

PISA 2022 asked students to report the kind of programme in which they were enrolled. Students’ responses were
then classified into two categories of programme orientation: general/modular or pre-vocational/vocational. On
average across OECD countries, 87.4% of 15-year-old students were enrolled in a programme with a
general/modular curriculum and 12.6% were enrolled in a programme with a pre-vocational or vocational curriculum
(Table 11.B1.4.19). In about a third of countries/economies, all 15-year-old students were enrolled in a general or
modular programme; in about a third, some students were enrolled in pre-vocational or vocational programmes, but
they represented less than 15% of the student population; and in the remaining third of school systems, at least 15%
of students were enrolled in pre-vocational or vocational programmes. At least half of students in Austria, Bulgaria,
Croatia, Montenegro, North Macedonia, Poland and Serbia were enrolled in these programmes.

Enrolment in vocational programmes remained roughly stable across OECD countries between 2018 and 2022.
During the period, there was only a one percentage-point decrease in the share of students enrolled in pre-vocational
or vocational programmes (Table [1.B1.4.24). In some countries/economies, enrolment in vocational programmes
shrunk considerably, especially in Albania, Argentina, the Netherlands*, Panama* and Slovenia, whereas in others,
including the Dominican Republic and Poland, the opposite was observed.

In countries and economies with large enrolments in pre-vocational or vocational programmes, these enrolments
vary markedly according to students’ profiles. In 27 of the 37 education systems where at least 5% of students were
enrolled in pre-vocational or vocational programmes, boys were more likely than girls to participate in these
programmes (Table 11.B1.4.20). In Poland, for instance, roughly four in ten girls, but more than six in ten boys, were
enrolled in pre-vocational or vocational programmes. These gender gaps in vocational enrolment may later be
reflected in gender segregation in the labour market (Imdorf, Hegna and Reisel, 2015;6;). Furthermore, in about 80%
of these 37 education systems socio-economically disadvantaged students were more likely than advantaged
students to be enrolled in these programmes (Figure 11.4.19). This gap was at least 30 percentage points wide in
Belgium, Bulgaria, Croatia, Italy, Montenegro, North Macedonia Poland, Serbia and Chinese Taipei.

Students in rural schools are frequently offered fewer options when it comes to choosing courses and programmes,
usually because there are insufficient numbers of interested students, or because there is a lack of qualified teachers
and other necessary resources (Echazarra and Radinger, 20197; Irvin et al., 2011s5). These constraints generally
limit the availability of vocational programmes, which often require teachers with specialised skills, and specific
equipment and material (OECD, 2018e9). PISA 2022 data show that, in about six out of ten education systems where
at least 5% of students were enrolled in pre-vocational or vocational programmes, students in rural schools
participated less frequently in vocational programmes than students in urban schools (Table 11.B1.4.20). In the Czech
Republic, for instance, about 3% of 15-year-old students in rural schools, but 36% of those in urban schools, were
enrolled in vocational programmes. These findings do not necessary mean that rural students cannot access
vocational programmes, but they may indicate that rural students need to commute long distances to participate in
these programmes.

In a majority of countries and economies that offer both academic and vocational programmes to 15-year-old
students, students in general programmes outperformed students in pre-vocational and vocational programmes in
mathematics, after accounting for students’ and schools’ socio-economic profile (Table 11.B1.4.25). The most extreme
case is Spain, where almost 60 score points separate students in academic programmes from those in pre-vocational
programmes. This is to be expected given that, in Spain, pre-vocational programmes were introduced as a way of
keeping academically struggling students in school (this is not the case for the intermediate and advanced vocational
programmes offered to older students). However, in some education systems, pre-vocational and vocational
programmes have traditionally attracted students with good academic records. In 11 countries/economies, including
Brazil, Colombia, the Dominican Republic, Guatemala, Japan, the Netherlands and Poland, students in vocational
programmes scored higher in mathematics than those in general programmes, after accounting for socio-economic
factors.
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Figure 11.4.19. Enrolment in pre-vocational or vocational programmes, by students’ socio-economic status
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Notes: Education systems with less than 1% of students enrolled in pre-vocational or vocational programmes are not shown.

Statistically significant differences are shown in a darker tone (see Annex A3)

Countries and economies are ranked in descending order of the difference in the percentage of students enrolled in pre-vocational or vocational programmes between socio-
economically disadvantaged and advantaged students.

Source: OECD, PISA 2022 Database, Annex B1, Chapter 4.

Ability grouping

Ability grouping in school involves placing students into different classrooms or in small instructional groups in a class
based on the students’ initial achievement or skill levels (Steenbergen-Hu, Makel and Olszewski-Kubilius, 20167q)).
Some research has shown that ability grouping can have a positive impact on the achievement of elementary school
pupils, especially when there is mobility and flexibility in group allocations and when such grouping involves only
specific subjects (Matthews, Ritchotte and McBee, 201371j; Slavin, 1987[72;). Other evidence suggests that ability
grouping might not be as beneficial for struggling students if instruction is not differentiated across ability groups, or
if those students are less likely to learn from their higher-performing peers (Hong et al., 2012(73;; Lucas, 200174)). In
addition, some scholars point out that ability grouping within schools and giving students a greater choice of subjects
often exacerbate educational stratification along socio-economic lines, often in ways that are not immediately obvious
(Triventi et al., 2020;s)). For instance, socio-economically disadvantaged students are typically under-represented in
advanced science, mathematics and foreign language courses, potentially limiting their educational opportunities
(Farges et al., 2016(75;; Gortazar and Taberner, 20207e;; Rudolphi and Erikson, 2016(77). In response, New Zealand
recently introduced a plan, called Kékirihia, to eliminate streaming in their schools so that Maori and Pacific students
are not incorrectly placed in the lowest-performing groups and classes (Box 11.4.2).

While sorting students within schools can take multiple forms (Gamoran and Berends, 19877g)), this section focuses
on the extent to which education systems place students into different classes, or into different groups within the
same class, based on their ability. The analysis also considers whether these forms of ability grouping are used for
all subjects or only for some.
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Box 11.4.2. Kokirihia: The plan for removing streaming from Aotearoa (New Zealand) schools

In Aotearoa (the Maori name for New Zealand), the organisation Tokonoa te Raki uses social innovation to
achieve equity in education, employment and income for all Maori. In 2019, the organisation published a research
report, He Awa Ara Rau — A Journey of Many Paths, which tracked over 70 000 Maori youth on their way through
education and into employment to better understand what propels them forward, the barriers to success they
encounter, and the potential levers for change. One of the most significant barriers identified was the negative
impacts of streaming.

Data from PISA and other international studies, such as TIMSS and PIRLS, have shown that the prevalence of
grouping students by ability between classes, or ‘streaming’ (also known as tracking, banding or setting), has
been consistently high over the years and much more common in Aotearoa than in most other countries (Davy,
20211791). In 2015, for instance, 90% of 15-year-olds students attended schools that used streaming for all or some
subjects (OECD, 201632)).

In early 2021, representatives from te Tahuhu o te Matauranga (the Ministry of Education) and the Matauranga
Iwi Leaders Group came to Tokona te Raki, an organisation that focuses on the future of Maori, with a call to
action: to bring together leaders across the education sector to design an action plan to put an end to streaming
in Aotearoa. What resulted was an innovative approach to create systematic change. Kokirihia developed a triple-
A framework: growing awareness, showcasing alternatives to streaming, and asking organisations across the
education sector to take action.

Coalition members, including education agencies, sector unions and associations, Initial Teacher Education
Institutions, and School Boards and Principals, made commitments to move towards ending streaming by 2030.

For instance, Te Tahuhu o te Matauranga (the Ministry of Education) committed to making inclusive practices
clear in the development of a Common Practice Model and a refreshed New Zealand Curriculum (Te Mataiaho),
and to monitor and report on progress. As part of the Literacy and Communications and Maths Strateqy, the
Common Practice Model outlines principles and evidence-based pedagogical approaches to teaching and
learning for literacy, communication and mathematics. Te Mataiaho, the refreshed NZ curriculum, is designed to
give practical effect to Te Tiriti o Waitangi, be inclusive, and clearly outline what all Year 0 to 13 students will learn
in eight learning areas across five phases. Te Mataiaho is a progression-focused curriculum that describes what
students should understand, know and do by the end of each phase.

PISA has played, and will continue to play, an important role in monitoring the shifts in practice that have already
occurred. In 2022, 67% of 15-year-olds students attended schools where students were grouped by ability
between classes for all or some subjects, a 23 percentage-point decline since 2015 (OECD, 2016;32), and a 17
percentage-point decline since 2018 (Table 11.B1.4.29) — the second-largest declines in the use of streaming, after
those observed in Costa Rica, across OECD countries. Much more work is needed to end streaming by 2030, but
the roadmap in Kokirihia has clear milestones to guide schools in developing their own strategic goals, plans and
professional development.

This initiative showcases how systemic change can be produced not with the typical policy levers of legislation
and regulation, but with collaboration in pursuit of a common goal.

Ability grouping into different classes

On average across OECD countries in 2022, almost 4 in 10 students attended schools where students are grouped
by ability into different classes for all subjects (7%) or some subjects (31%) (Table 11.B1.4.26). The greatest incidence
of this kind of grouping was observed in Ireland*, Israel, Malta and the United Kingdom*. In these
countries/economies, at least nine in ten students attended a school that groups students into different classes for
all or some subjects. By contrast, fewer than one in ten students in Georgia, Greece, Italy, Moldova and Norway were
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grouped by ability into different classes. The most consequential form of ability grouping, i.e. when used in all
subjects, was more widespread in Saudi Arabia (47% of students attended such schools), Jordan (40%),
Netherlands* (37%), Cambodia (37%), the Palestinian Authority (35%) and Brunei Darussalam (35%).

Grouping students by ability between classes, for all or some subjects, was observed less frequently in 2022 than in
2018, on average across OECD countries (a 5 percentage-point decrease) and in about half of PISA-participating
countries/economies (Table 11.B1.4.29). Grouping students by ability became less prevalent over the period in
education systems such as Argentina, Bulgaria, Costa Rica, Kosovo, New Zealand*, North Macedonia, Romania and
Serbia, while the practice became more widely used in Estonia, Hungary, Iceland and Malta.

Overall, the incidence of grouping students into different classes based on ability was not strongly associated with
school characteristics (Table 11.B1.4.27). On average across OECD countries, ability grouping was used to a similar
degree in socio-economically advantaged and disadvantaged schools, and in public and private schools. However,
it was somewhat more frequently observed in urban than in rural schools. Still, there were interesting results for
certain education systems. In Hungary and Macao (China), for instance, ability grouping between classes was
observed largely in socio-economically advantaged (and average) schools; in Germany and Jamaica* ability grouping
was used mainly in socio-economically disadvantaged (and average) schools; and in Greece and ltaly, it was
practiced mostly in private schools.

Differences in mathematics performance between students who attended schools that practice and those that do not
practice ability grouping into different classes (for some or all subjects) tended to be small, after accounting for the
socio-economic profile of students and schools (Table 11.B1.4.30). On average across OECD countries, this
difference amounted to four score points in favour of schools with no ability grouping. In a further 14
countries/economies, students in schools that used ability grouping into different classes scored lower than students
in schools that did not practice this type of ability grouping. These results are to be expected given that schools often
consider using ability grouping when faced with large shares of struggling students and a wide range of skills in
classes.

Ability grouping within classes

Grouping students by ability within classes was more common than ability grouping between classes. On average
across OECD countries, about half of the students attended classes where there was ability grouping in at least one
subject (Table [1.B1.4.26). This comprises 42% of students who were grouped, within their classes, for some subjects,
and 6% of students who were grouped for all subjects. Ability grouping within a class for some or all subjects was
most prevalent in Brunei Darussalam, Hungary, the Netherlands* and Qatar where at least 80% of students were
affected by this practice. By contrast, ability grouping within the same class occurred the least frequently in Georgia,
Greece, Moldova, Portugal and Uruguay. Grouping students by ability within classes, for all or some subjects, was
observed less frequently in 2022 than in 2018, on average across OECD countries (a 7 percentage-point decrease)
and in about half of PISA-participating countries/economies (Table 11.B1.4.29).

Ability grouping in classes was somewhat more common in socio-economically disadvantaged than in advantaged
schools. On average across OECD countries, 51% of students in disadvantaged schools were grouped by ability in
their classes, compared to 43% of students in advantaged schools (Table 11.B1.4.28). Ability grouping within classes
was used to a similar extent in rural and urban schools, and in public and private schools.

Differences in mathematics performance between students who attended schools that practice and those that do not
practice ability grouping within the same class (for some or all subjects) tended to be small, in line with the results
observed for ability grouping between classes (Table 11.B1.4.30). On average across OECD countries, this difference
amounted to three score points in favour of schools with no ability grouping, after accounting for socio-economic
factors. In a further 11 countries/economies, students in schools that used ability grouping within classes scored
lower than students in schools that did not practice this type of ability grouping.
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Components of resilience: Reducing grade repetition and delaying tracking

Table 11.4.2 provides an overview of the stratification policies in four groups of education systems, organised
according to whether their mathematics performance and their ability to ensure that all students, regardless of their
socio-economic background, can achieve at high levels (socio-economic fairness), were below or above the median
value of all PISA-participating countries and economies. Based on this classification, the high-performing systems in
which all students could flourish were, in many ways, different from the other three groups of education systems.
These education systems had relatively few students who had attended pre-primary education for less than one year,
and comparatively even fewer who had repeated a grade. Only 4.5% of students had repeated a grade in these
education systems, considerably lower than the percentage observed in the other three groups.

As regards the sorting and grouping of students horizontally, both advantaged and disadvantaged students were less
concentrated in certain schools in the group of equitable and high-performing education systems than they were in
the other three groups of countries/economies. These systems also tracked students later into different curricular
programmes. For instance, students in these systems were selected into different academic programmes at the age
of 15.3, on average, whereas in the group of high-performing, but less equitable, education systems students were
tracked at 13.8 years, on average. About 9% of students attended vocational programmes in the group of fair and
high-performing education systems, a share lower but not significantly different from the other three groups. The fair
and high-performing systems used ability grouping between classes for all subjects to a lesser extent than did low-
performing systems, but to a similar extent as high-performing, but less fair, education systems.

The results presented in this section describe the stratification policies that were in place in the group of equitable
and high-performing education systems. In themselves, they cannot explain why some countries/economies are more
socio-economically fair or higher-performing than others. Making causal inferences is not advisable, given the cross-
sectional nature of the PISA assessment, and the complexity of the relationships between stratification policies and
student outcomes.

Table 11.4.2. Summary of stratification policies, by mathematics performance and socio-economic fairness

System-level analysis

Groups of countries and economies according to their socio-economic fairness

and performance in mathematics

Low performance - | Low performance - | High performance - | High performance -
Low fairness High fairness Low fairness High fairness
. Percentage of students who had attended pre-primary school
Vem.cal . for less than a year 751 18.80 6.53 6.28
stratification
Percentage of students who had repeated a grade at least once 14.19 12.75 8.87 452
Isolation of disadvantaged students 0.22 0.15 0.19 0.14
. Isolation of advantaged students 0.29 0.20 0.20 0.16
Sorting and
selecting Number of programmes or tracks available to 15-year-olds 2.86 2.63 3.19 2.36
(s;udents | Age at which students are selected into different programmes or tracks 14.57 1479 13.75 15.31
orizontal : - ;
stratification) Percentage of students in pre-vocational or vocational programmes 15.82 12.93 13.91 8.83
Percentage of students grouped by ability into different classes
for all subjects 11.27 18.84 8.88 7.16

1. N = Number of countries and economies in each group. Due to missing data, the number of cases for individual variables may be lower.

Notes: Countries and economies are considered to have low(high) performance/equity if they are below(above) the median value of all PISA-participating countries and
economies.

Values in grey indicate that the difference with the group "High performance - High fairess" was statistically significant.

Source: OECD, PISA 2022 Database.
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