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The “Story”

• Few incentives
– to effectively improve student achievement in public education systems 
– Little information on what students and schools actually achieve 
– Lack of competition and choice: ability of parents to ensure high-quality 

education often constrained by obstacles to leaving bad schools

• Accountability 
– Provide information improve level of student achievement
– Equity: differential effects on high- vs. low-SES students? 

• Choice and competition
– Incentives improve level of student achievement
– Effects on equity:

• Competition: cream-skimming – or tide that lifts all boats? 
• Which parents exert choice? 

• The interaction between accountability and choice
– Well-informed parental choices require the information generated by 

accountability systems 



The Approach

• International variation in accountability and choice
– PISA 2003 database (30 OECD countries; 224,094 students)
– Here: math performance (mean 500; std. dev. 100; “GLE”: 24.7) 

• Empirical model: multivariate student-level cross-country 
regressions
– Controls (from background questionnaires) include: 

1. Student characteristics (10): gender, age, grade, repetition, pre-primary ed. 
2. Family background (28): immigration status, language spoken at home, 

family structure, parental education, work status, job, books at home, ESCS, 
school location, GDP per capita 

3. Schools’ endowments (8): expenditure per student, class size, availability of 
instructional material, instruction time, homework time, certified teachers, 
teachers with tertiary degree in pedagogy 

– Data imputation for missing observations

• Limits of cross-sectional analyses 
• Please note:   EVERYTHING VERY PRELIMINARY !!!



Accountability and the 
Level of Student Achievement 

• Testing performance 
– can lead to better-informed choices
– and make students and educational 

providers accountable for what 
they learn and teach 

• Measures: 
1. Curriculum-based external exit 

exams 
2. Assessments used to make 

decisions about students’
retention/promotion 

3. Assessments used to compare 
the school to district or national 
performance 

4. Observation of classes by external 
inspectors used to monitor practice 
of mathematics teachers
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Choice and the 
Level of Student Achievement

• Choice for parents 
– Competition among 

schools to attract students 
by best practice 

– Incentives for qualitative 
innovation and efficient use 
of resources 

• Measures: 
1. Share of schools not 

managed by government 
(private schools) 

2. Share of funding from 
government

3. Share of students attending 
school because it is “known 
to be a better school than 
others in the area”
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The Interaction of 
Accountability and Choice
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The Interaction of 
Accountability and Choice
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Equity

• So far: analyses of overall level of student achievement 

• Societies also aim for equality of opportunity for students 
from different socio-economic backgrounds 

• Measuring “fair and inclusive education”: 
– How do national features of choice and accountability interact with 

measures of individual students’ socio-economic backgrounds?
– = Are they systematically related to steepness of socio-economic 

gradients? 
– = Do they affect students from different backgrounds differently? 

• Broad measure of socio-economic status: 
– ESCS = Index of Economic, Social and Cultural Status

• Derived from: occupational status of parents, educational level, household 
possessions 



Accountability and Equity

• For most of the accountability measures, there is no 
significant difference in how they affect the performance 
of low-SES and high-SES students: 
– Assessment for retention or promotion 
– Assessment for comparison
– External inspection of teacher classes 

• Only a very small difference for: 
– Curriculum-based external exit exams: 
– Effect slightly larger for high-SES students 

• 13.1 at 10th percentile of ESCS
• 23.0 at 90th percentile of ESCS

– Not found in previous international tests 



Choice and Equity

• No significant difference in how the following measures 
affect the performance of low-SES and high-SES students: 
– Share of private schools 
– Share of government funding
– Interaction of private schools with assessment for comparison
– Interaction of private schools with external inspection

• Significant difference for: 
– Share of students attending school because it is “known to be a better 

school than others in the area”

• BUT: 
– Effect of ESCS reduced if share of private schools increases together 

with choice of better schools! 



Choice and Equity
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Conclusions on 
Accountability, Choice and Equity

1. Accountability and choice are mostly “tides that lift all boats”
– Affect high- and low-SES students in the same positive way 
– True for assessments, external inspection, private school share, 

government funding, and interactions of choice with accountability 
– To a large extent also for external exit exams 
– Fears of cream-skimming seem mostly overdone 

2. Accountability and choice reinforce each other 
– Positive interactions of private-school effect with assessment for 

comparison and with external inspection

3. Limits to lifting all boats 
– High-SES families seem to take most advantage from free choice 
– Seems more a demand than a supply effect 

normative conclusion unclear

• Factors important for equity: tracking; pre-primary education



The EENEE Website
– www.education-economics.org –

•www.education-economics.org as a forum to promote and 
disseminate research on the Economics of Education:
www.education-economics.org
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