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Education pays

1



Higher levels of tertiary qualifications are associated with higher earnings

Relative earnings of tertiary-educated workers, by level of educational attainment (2023)
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Relative earnings have remained stable on average across the OECD

OECD average earnings of 25 -34 year olds relative to the earnings of their peers with upper secondary education, by 
attainment level (2014 – 2022)
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Fields of study have strong effects on earnings

Relative earnings of tertiary-educated adults, by field of study (2023)
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Adults without upper secondary attainment are at high risk of 
dropping out of the labour force

Shares of 25-34 year-olds outside the labour force, by educational attainment (2024)
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Higher education can be expensive

2



Expenditure per student often increases with the level of education

Government expenditure per full-time equivalent student, by level of education (2022)
USD converted
using PPPs
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Tuition fees for master’s programmes

Annual average tuition fees charged to national students for master's or equivalent programmes, by type of 
institution (2022/23)
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Even when tuition is high, lifetime financial returns are high

Private financial returns for a woman attaining a short-cycle tertiary degree or a bachelor's or higher degree (2022)
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International student mobility continues to increase almost everywhere

Trends in the share of international or foreign students in tertiary education (2013, 2018 and 2023)
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Social mobility is still a distant dream in many countries
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Educational attainment is closely linked to socio-economic background

Share of 25-34 year-olds with tertiary education, by parental educational attainment (2023)
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Completion rates for bachelor’s programmes are low in many countries

Completion rates of new entrants to bachelor's programmes, by timeframe (2023) 
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Skills and qualifications are not the same
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The skills value of qualifications varies across countries

Adults’ mean literacy proficiency, by educational attainment (2023)

160

180

200

220

240

260

280

300

320

Fi
nl

an
d

Sw
ed

en

Ja
pa

n

N
et

he
rla

nd
s

De
nm

ar
k

N
or

w
ay

En
gl

an
d 

(U
K)

Ca
na

da

Fl
em

ish
 R

eg
io

n 
(B

el
gi

um
)

G
er

m
an

y

Sw
itz

er
la

nd

Es
to

ni
a

N
ew

 Z
ea

la
nd

Sl
ov

ak
 R

ep
ub

lic

Ita
ly

Cz
ec

hi
a

O
EC

D 
av

er
ag

e

Ire
la

nd

Cr
oa

tia

Sp
ai

n

Au
st

ria

Fr
an

ce

U
ni

te
d 

St
at

es

Po
rt

ug
al

Hu
ng

ar
y

La
tv

ia

Ko
re

a

Po
la

nd

Li
th

ua
ni

a

Is
ra

el

Ch
ile

Below upper secondary Upper secondary non-tertiary Tertiary



A large share of adults has low literacy skills

Proficiency in literacy among adults (2023)
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Skill levels have been declining among adults with low attainment

Trends in adults' mean literacy proficiency, by educational attainment (2012 and 2023)
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Different surveys show different participation rates in education 
and training, but patterns are consistent

Average participation in education and training, by survey, gender, age group, educational attainment and labour 
force status 

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

70

W
om

en

M
en

25
-3

4

35
-4

4

45
-5

4

55
-6

4

Le
ss

 th
an

 p
rim

ar
y,

pr
im

ar
y 

an
d 

lo
w

er
se

co
nd

ar
y

ed
uc

at
io

n
U

pp
er

 se
co

nd
ar

y
an

d
po

st
-s

ec
on

da
ry

no
n-

te
rt

ia
ry

…

Te
rt

ia
ry

 e
du

ca
tio

n

Em
pl

oy
ed

U
ne

m
pl

oy
ed

O
ut

 o
f l

ab
ou

r f
or

ce

PIAAC - OECD average EU-AES - average of 27 countries EU-LFS - average of 27 countries



Investment into education
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Countries invest between 3% and 8% of GDP into education

Expenditure on educational institutions as a percentage of GDP, by level of education (2022)
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In some countries, education is one of the most important items 
of government expenditure

Distribution of government expenditure by function (2023)
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Expenditure per student can vary strongly across subnational 
regions

Regional variation in expenditure on educational institutions per full-time equivalent student (2022)
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Only a small fraction of public R&D budgets allocated to education research

Share of government R&D budget allocated to education (2023)
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Smaller classes or better teachers? 
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Annual teaching hours of teachers vary strongly across OECD countries

Teaching time of teachers, by level of education (2023)



In most OECD countries, teacher salaries are lower than the 
average salaries of tertiary-educated workers

Actual salaries of primary teachers relative to earnings of tertiary-educated workers (2024)
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In some countries, teacher salaries increased substantially

Change in primary teachers’ statutory salaries between 2015 and 2024 (most prevalent qualifications after 15 years )
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Countries with increasing class size raised teacher salaries more 
strongly than other countries

Index of change in teachers' salaries and in average class size in primary education between 2015 and 2023
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Mulitple factors influence the salary costs per student
Contribution of various factors to salary cost of teachers per student in public institutions, primary education (2023)
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Mulitple factors influence the salary costs per student
Contribution of various factors to salary cost of teachers per student in public institutions, primary education (2023)
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