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Foreword

The volume Constructing Learning Outcomes: Problematizing (Under)Achieve- ment in Europe is authored by a team of prominent researchers from eight European countries (Austria, Bulgaria, Finland, Germany, Greece, Italy, Portugal and Spain) who collaborate in the multi-disciplinary research project Constructing Learning Outcomes in Europe: A Multi-Level Analysis of (Under)Achievement in the Life Course (CLEAR).

The book provides an in-depth, multi-faceted and critical analysis of the construction and application of so-called learning outcomes – a little-questioned concept which has become a basic component in contemporary national and international education policy. It has been endowed with a tempting simplicity that has without doubt contributed to its strong political and educational impact. From the synthesis review of research in Chapter 4, it becomes evident that even educational research has, surprisingly often, treated learning outcomes as a given concept not requiring closer analysis or definition. With a strong focus on measurability and an alleged comparability across time and spaces which vary highly in terms of educational and learning conditions, the risks of drawing inaccurate conclusions and making choices based on applications of learning outcomes become imminent. Such potential consequences justify the thorough analysis provided in this book.

To be sure, major international actors such as the European Union and the Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) have stressed the importance of education as a precondition for economic growth, social equality and sustainability. Historically, the tightening links between education and the economy stand out as a key policy feature. Based on mass production, the kind of welfare state developed in many advanced capitalist states in the post-war period was marked by striving for full employment and rising living standards for all. Their public institutions served to complement and interact with the market to benefit national economic growth and social cohesion. However, post-war welfare states faced serious challenges from the beginning of the 1970s. A transition to a welfare state with neoliberal features was initiated in many countries. This aimed at actively contributing to economic growth and competitiveness by promoting innovation and enterprise. ‘The economy’, in its broadest sense, was extended to target institutions which were, previously, largely held outside the economic sphere, that is, education for children and young people. Consequently, market mechanisms such as freedom of choice, competition, privatization and New Public Management, with keywords like comparisons, efficiency and results, have come to affect schools and higher education institutions to a considerable degree in many countries.

In the last thirty years, the formulation and measurement of learning outcomes have been used as a sort of ‘Swiss army knife’. As a universal tool promising to serve educational, social, economic and managerial functions, it has been used at all levels, from the learning individual, teachers and curricula to the policy level. From the 1980s and 1990s onwards, the OECD, in particular, has been crucial in launching and spreading ideas of the so-called knowledge-based economy and the value of measuring and comparing learning outcomes. Since the year 2000, the OECD Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA) has been a prominent driver behind educational reforms in numerous countries.

Furthermore, the analysis of young people’s transitions from school to higher education and employment has gradually come to centre around notions of educational failure and success. The completion of education and training to, at least, upper secondary level has become the major indication of a young person’s expected positive progress in life, or lack of such. Notably, youth who receive proper education and training are considered a crucial asset for economic progress, technical advancement and social well-being. On the other hand, a high rate of early leavers from education and training is viewed as a substantial social cost and an indicator of deficient educational quality. The focus is on educational outcomes: the intricate processes and diverse, individual socio-economic, geographical and historical conditions are overlooked. This oversight can result in missed opportunities to devise optimal educational and other support strategies.

I hope that Constructing Learning Outcomes: Problematizing (Under)Achieve- ment in Europe will be read both by researchers and by actors outside academia such as professionals in schools and other education institutions. And, not least, by decision-makers at local, national and international levels. The book provides crucial insights into the problems and pitfalls of applying a narrow and one-sided view of children and young people’s learning outcomes when supporting their educational and life trajectories and designing education and youth policies for the future.

Lisbeth Lundahl

Professor in Educational Work

Umeå University, Sweden



Preface

This edited volume is about European young adults who are navigating the highly complex terrain of education and work. During this book’s preparation, it has become clear that a new generation is growing up with increasingly uncertain views of the future and new kinds of obstacles in their paths to adulthood. Their transitions from youth to adulthood are overshadowed by deepening societal divisions, new forms of social inequalities, increasing societal polarization and hardening political attitudes as well as fears of climate catastrophes and the threat of war. Yet, European policies indicate that faith in the omnipotence of education is stronger than ever. Promises of a better future are associated with education and learning, with learning outcomes being the magic words which enable nations and individuals to flourish. However, for an increasing number of young people, the promises of learning outcomes remain unfulfilled. Across Europe, many young people face heavy restrictions to their access to quality education and, therefore, to participation, vocational choices and social inclusion. This situation exacerbates existing inequalities and prompts new divisions between the affluent and the more vulnerable groups of the society.

By contributing to open science with this volume, we wish to provide not only scholars and researchers but also policymakers, educationalists, education administrators and other relevant stakeholders both with inspiration and tools for critically rethinking learning outcomes, educational achievement and, thus, the complex processes behind educational and social inequality in the lives of young Europeans. As segregation and polarization of and within societies threaten social cohesion, citizens’ wellbeing and the respect for human rights and democratic values, our aim is motivated by the profound importance of promoting the equality and accessibility of educational opportunities and the social inclusion of young people across Europe and beyond.

The authors of the chapters in this volume have high levels of relevant expertise on the topics discussed here. They take on the challenging task of offering novel and innovative tools for thinking about some of the most central concepts in educational policy and research. They represent diverse methodological, theoretical and socio-cultural backgrounds, and are both eminent and highly experienced senior researchers at the forefront of their fields and early-career researchers with notable track records in research excellence. They are also deeply involved in a European research project Constructing Learning Outcomes in Europe: A Multi-Level Analysis of (Under)Achievement in the Life Course (CLEAR; 2022–2025). The CLEAR project responds to the Horizon Europe’s Call ‘HORIZON-CL2-2021-TRANSFORMATIONS-01-04: Addressing poor learning outcomes in basic skills and early school leaving at national, regional and local level in Europe’.

The CLEAR project applies a novel theoretical-methodological framework and an innovative transversal participatory research approach for seeking to better understand the factors that affect the quality and the construction of learning outcomes in Europe with a particular focus on young people in vulnerable situations. This book elaborates on the theorizations, methodologies and first findings of the project. We invite readers to visit the project’s website for more information: https://clear-horizon.eu/.

We want to take this chance to acknowledge organizations and individuals whose contributions have enabled the writing of this book. We gratefully acknowledge the financial support provided by the European Union’s Horizon Europe research and innovation funding programme (Grant Agreement No. 101061155). We also express our gratitude to all the members of the CLEAR Consortium from thirteen universities and organizations in Austria, Bulgaria, Finland, Germany, Greece, Italy, Portugal and Spain. It is a pleasure and a privilege to collaborate with such a diverse group of insightful, innovative and generous scholars whose work has made writing the chapters of this book possible. We thank also Professor Lisbeth Lundahl, who has very kindly given us her valuable time and written a foreword to the book.

Our thanks go also to the numerous professionals and experts who have taken time from their very busy schedules to participate in surveys, interviews and policy roundtable discussions. They work at various levels and in varying geographical and social contexts in the fields of education and training, adult learning, labour market and youth work representing the public sector, academia and research, labour market and civil society. These professionals and experts shared their perspectives, experiences and insights on issues such as educational disadvantage and intersectional inequalities faced by young people and educational underachievement and the quality of learning outcomes, as well as multi-level governance, policy coordination and spatial justice in and of education. Needless to say, their input has been crucially instrumental for the work presented in this volume.

Most importantly, we thank the many young Europeans who shared their experiences of learning, education and working life, their future hopes, needs and concerns, and their views on the challenges and shortcomings of the current policies affecting their lives. The CLEAR project is indebted to these young people who, despite multi-disadvantaged and vulnerable life situations burdening them, told us their life stories and discussed many challenging, often personally difficult, topics. Thus, they have made an invaluable contribution to the scholarly understanding of educational equality which will extend well beyond this project.

Policies on improving learning outcomes, achievement and educational equality should acknowledge and consider, in addition to the structural, institutional, relational and spatial dimensions of the process of constructing learning outcomes (which are critically discussed in this volume), the actual needs and experiences of young people. If they do not, even when well-intentioned, they are likely to fail to reach their goals. Therefore, we invite the readers to remain connected and follow the future dissemination activities of the CLEAR project and to listen to the voices of young people – they are, after all, the experts of their own lives.




Introduction

Constructing Learning Outcomes in Europe: Promises and Challenges

Jenni Tikkanen, Marcelo Parreira do Amaral, Tero Järvinen and Natália Alves

The recent turn towards learning outcomes can be counted, unequivocally, as part and parcel of the ‘revolution from above’ (Wacquant, 2010) initiated by neoliberalism to reconstruct the state’s political rationality (Bourdieu, 1994; Brenner, Peck & Theodore 2010; Crouch, 1997). The reengineering of individuals has been incurred by flexible modes of governing, not least through educational means (Brown, 2017; Morningstar, 2020). Indeed, the public administration reforms begun in the late 1970s brought about a revolutionary shift, transforming not only how social services are delivered and government spending is accounted for but, also, the very structures and practices of governance. These reforms, based on business management theories and practices, are known as New Public Management (NPM) (Fusarelli & Johnson, 2004; Tolofari, 2005). NPM spread rapidly and influenced all spheres of public policy, worldwide. Business principles, managerialism and ‘performativity’ have become almost omnipresent, ideological references in the design and application of public policies. Education was not immune to this movement. Thus, the ‘learning outcomes turn’ encompasses some of the principles on which NPM is based: efficiency, accountability, performance measurement and standardization. A critical perspective lambasts the neoliberal shift which shapes the dominant conception of learning outcomes by drawing attention to the effects of standardization. On the one hand, by focusing on specific competencies and measurable results, learning outcomes allow for comparability across different countries, institutions and programmes, increasing accountability and making it easier to assess the effectiveness of education on a large scale. On the other hand, learning outcomes’ overemphasis on quantitative assessments becomes a major concern, either because of the political manipulation and interpretation of data (Grek, 2015) or because such an emphasis neglects the complexity of education and training systems (Bohlinger, 2012; Lassnigg, 2012; Murtonen, Gruber & Lehtinen, 2017).

The close connection of the currently dominant understanding of learning outcomes to neoliberalism and NPM principles and practices raises substantial apprehensions about the ability of the learning outcomes approach to increase educational equality and promote young people’s social inclusion. Rather, it can be seen to legitimize social hierarchies based on the illusion of meritocracy, thus perpetuating social inequalities (Sandel, 2020). A critical analysis of learning outcomes reveals how they may reinforce existing power dynamics, cultural hegemony and limit opportunities for groups in vulnerable positions with diverse learning needs, backgrounds and experiences (Apple, 2006). By defining learning in narrow, measurable terms, learning outcomes can make it difficult for students from marginalized or non-dominant groups to demonstrate their knowledge and skills in ways which align with these standardized criteria. This creates and instils a form of ‘educational gatekeeping’, where students who do not fit into the predefined mould are seen as less capable or successful. Simultaneously, the development of learning outcomes is often influenced by dominant cultural, social and economic ideologies. What is deemed ‘valuable’ knowledge is typically defined by those in positions of power, such as policymakers, industry leaders and academic elites. As a result, learning outcomes often reflect a narrow view of knowledge which serves the interests of dominant social groups, particularly those who control economic resources. This process can legitimize social inequalities by reinforcing the status quo, limiting the diversity of knowledge that is valued and promoting the idea that certain groups’ ways of knowing and learning are superior (Young & Muller, 2014).

This edited volume provides a critical examination of the dominant policy and research approaches to learning outcomes and their underlying value judgements. It aims, on the one hand, to overcome the managerialist conception of learning outcomes and, on the other, the essentialist perspective based on the idea that one size fits all. In contrast, the volume advocates an understanding that learning outcomes result from manifold intersecting factors and people and, therefore, are not natural and self-evident phenomena but take on different meanings for different people. The term ‘constructing’ in the title is not a mere stylistic choice. It hints at the claim that learning outcomes must not be understood as a finished version of the knowledge, competencies and skills that learners should possess at the end of a course or training cycle. The expression ‘constructing learning outcomes’ emphasizes the dynamic and contextual character which is important to consider in their formulation. Accordingly, the volume proposes and promotes a novel, context-sensitive and holistic theoretical-methodological approach which enables analysis of how learning outcomes and achievement – the latter of which is typically defined either as the difference between actual and predicted attainment of an individual or the relative performance of groups in the population – are constructed in complex processes. This approach recognizes the involvement and interactions of a multitude of actors and factors influencing the quality of learning outcomes and achievement, thus overcoming the key limitations and blind spots of current approaches. In other words, the collection suggests a multi-dimensional conception of learning outcomes to actively stimulate informed decision-making. This, then, forms the necessary basis for innovative and effective policy and research approaches that can meet the actual needs of young people, particularly in times of unpredictable changes and challenges.

Promises and challenges of the learning outcomes approach

Policymakers argue that the main advantage of the output-focused learning outcomes approach is the clarity and precision it offers to curriculum development through which it specifies the goals and results of learning for students, educators and employers alike. Thus, they regard the approach as facilitating dialogue between education and the labour market as well as between different education and training systems: it allows for systematic analyses and comparisons of qualifications’ contents and profiles as well as for a better grasp of skills demand and supply (e.g. CEDEFOP, 2022; Harris & Clayton, 2019).

Proponents of the learning outcomes approach also present a plethora of other promises about its positive impacts and transformative qualities, ranging from various benefits to individual learners to improving the competitiveness of the EU in the global market. In its recent policy brief, the European Centre for the Development of Vocational Training (CEDEFOP, 2024) argues that the approach is a central tool for modernizing education and training – in addition to its governance – and improving the quality of teaching by facilitating better design of education and training programmes and by upgrading teaching methods, learning environments and assessment practices. The policy brief underscores the view that learning outcomes guide both teaching and learning by specifying expected knowledge, skills and overall competencies as well as detailed criteria for evaluations. This increased transparency and clarity are argued to support a more learner-centred process and give tools for active, self-directed and problem-based learning. According to CEDEFOP, the learning outcomes approach also ‘strengthens the accountability of education and training by focusing on achieved learning outcomes rather than input factors and intentions’ (CEDEFOP, 2024, p. 3).

In the EU, policymakers see learning outcomes as an important tool for achieving the goals of raising education and skill levels and of promoting social inclusion and equality of educational opportunities (European Commission, 2011). One key advantage of the learning outcomes approach is its central role in the validation of non-formal and informal learning. This, it is argued, facilitates social inclusion. Advancing inclusion and equality, CEDEFOP claims, the learning outcomes approach simplifies learners’ progression through increasingly complex and diverse education and training systems, empowers learners by facilitating skills use, and broadens access to vocational education and training (VET) and increases its relevance. Moreover, learning outcomes allegedly bridge the gap between education and the labour market and prepare the learner for the world of work (CEDEFOP, 2022; 2024). Learning outcomes are, thus, seen also as policy tools for increasing individuals’ employability and facilitating their school-to-work transitions.

However, and despite the many promises made in the name of this approach, the currently dominant understanding of learning outcomes – as the observable products of the learning process within the individual, which can be assessed with quantifiable criteria and which are influenced, most importantly, by the activities of the educators – is not without serious challenges and shortcomings, mostly due to its focus on learning at the expense of education itself. It is important to note that this perspective on learning outcomes does not only have a strong foothold in the field of education policy, but has also gained popularity in teaching effectiveness research (most prominently: Hattie, 2009; 2023). While the promoters and proponents of this kind of approach to learning outcomes and educational achievement occasionally acknowledge the existence of some of the various significant critiques made against it, they still tend to downplay or even disregard the relevance of the criticisms (see, e.g. CEDEFOP, 2024; Hattie, 2019). In this climate, it is worth elaborating on some of the criticisms raised.

First, critical scholars (e.g. Erikson & Erikson, 2019; O’Connor, 2022) have argued that the current approach to learning outcomes raises serious epistemological questions as it stems from oversimplified conceptualizations of knowledge. Not every goal of education can be expressed as a learning outcome, and not everything expressed as a learning outcome can be quantified and assessed. Such a perspective can easily lead to losing sight of the educational goals which cannot be covered by pre-defined, clearly stated and quantifiable learning outcomes (Biesta, 2009; Reindal, 2013). Loughlin, Lygo-Baker and Lindberg-Sand (2021) emphasize that the mechanistic use of learning outcomes and related terminology, when imposed top-down for accountability and quality assurance purposes, can diminish or even destroy their relevance as an educational tool for improving learning. They argue that, even though the policy intention is that the framework will, simultaneously, provide both enhancement and accountability, these two goals are mutually exclusive. Shifting the focus from the processes of learning and teaching to only their products creates an illusion of quality control which has little to do with the reality of teaching practices and student learning.

When applying an outcomes-based approach to curriculum planning, the pursued linearity can both restrict more creative approaches to teaching and learning and be mismatched with the inherent complexity of educational systems (Bone & Ross, 2021). Souto-Otero (2012) highlights that the dominating view of learning outcomes not only fails to recognize explorative and unintended learning, but also attacks liberal conceptions of education, creates a target-led culture and results in a social de-differentiation of skills. Furthermore, policymakers’ eagerness to embrace ‘measurable’ learning outcomes poses a risk of framing and closing the space for discussion about what kinds of learning are worth supporting and what to consider as measures worth taking to improve education (Prøitz, 2015).

When learning outcomes are approached simply in terms of results of testing student achievement, they are typically used for comparison, benchmarking and identifying underachieving learners and schools displaying poor learning outcomes (Prøitz, 2010; 2015). In other words, placing a strong focus on measuring the quality of learning outcomes solely by individual- and outcome-oriented criteria has contributed to identifying groups of students who are connected to poor learning outcomes. The stratification of young people into ‘achievers’ and ‘under-achievers’ (see, e.g. Owan, Ukam & Egame, 2023), based on quantified learning outcomes alone, has created harmful divisions between students. What follows is that the issues of poor learning outcomes and the consequent educational underachievement have been viewed as problems or deficits associated with specific groups of people.

Of course, the learning outcomes approach was not born in a vacuum. As the production of data and numbers is now a key mechanism of knowing and governing the field of education (Grek, 2024), policymakers’ perception of learning outcomes as objective, quantifiable and measurable serves the purpose of producing new knowledge for education governance. This reflects the effects of a broader, evidence-based, policy paradigm which has induced, through quantification, a dramatic simplification of the available perceptions of phenomena (Saltelli & Giampietro, 2017) such as educational achievement and learning outcomes. In the field of education, critical research has highlighted several relevant, intertwined dimensions and developments in this regard. The ‘datafication’ of educational systems, through the increased availability of data and corresponding algorithms, has introduced new means to measure, capture, describe and represent education in numbers (Jarke & Breiter, 2019). Mertala (2024) argues that datafication has transformed into ‘datafixation’ as it has become obsessively fixated to a harmful one-sided view whereby, while the datafication of education focuses on compelling arguments about the importance and usefulness of data, it ignores the negative consequences of reducing students, learning, teaching and education to superficial indicators. Mølstad and Pettersson (2019), in turn, emphasize the consequences of the dominance of a ‘chimera of quantifications and comparisons’ in education which has led to a rationality promoting ‘number-intelligent’ activities, changing the prevailing perceptions of education and what kind of educational actions are considered ‘intelligent’. There is, for example, a widely shared belief that the use of benchmarks and scientific evidence ensures the effectiveness of improving education through ‘the proper articulation of goals that enable their measurement and attainment’ (Popkewitz, 2020, p. 295). Biesta (2014, p. 48) argues that, in addition to the measurement culture most prominently manifested in the large-scale international studies comparing how national education systems perform, there has been a rise of a performativity culture in education. Therein, ‘means become ends in themselves so that targets and indicators of quality become mistaken for quality itself’ driving ‘an approach in which normative validity (where we measure what we value) is being replaced by technical validity (where we are supposed to value what is measurable)’.

The second highly problematic aspect of the learning outcomes approach is one that, while intertwined with the above-discussed ‘tyranny of numbers’ (Ball, 2017), has gained much less attention in the critical literature. We refer to the decontextualized and one-sided understanding of learning which ignores the relevance of different actors and spaces for learning outcomes and, thus, turns a blind eye to the true complexity of the phenomenon. Indeed, learning and its outcomes cannot be decontextualized from the surrounding institutional arrangements and spatial determinants nor from the individual life courses within which they occur (see, e.g. Al-Tameemi et al., 2023; Cascella, 2024; Crowther, Addis & Winch, 2022; Romanowski, Alkhateeb & Chaaban, 2023). Just as learning outcomes and the consequent level of educational achievement are inseparable from individuals’ life progression, they are part of trajectories and transitions constructed in a reciprocal process of political, social, economic and spatial conditions, welfare state regulations and provisions as well as individual’s agentic resources, decisions and investments. In other words, learning outcomes and achievement are embedded in structures of opportunities and constraints (Dale & Parreira do Amaral, 2015). These form a complex mix of socio-economic conditions, distinct youth transition regimes and diverse practices of various actors, such as educators, policy professionals and employers (Roberts, 2018) at national, regional and local levels. Thus, they result from asymmetric discursive and power relations shaped by unequal spatial distribution of economic, political and educational resources and opportunity structures. These, in turn, further shape the definitions of young people as policy addressees, for example, as ‘multi-disadvantaged youth’, ‘vulnerable individuals’, ‘low-achievers’ and ‘school dropouts’. We argue that the current situation exacerbates existing inequalities and prompts new divisions between the wealthier and more vulnerable and marginalized sections of the society. This is problematic for the whole population but especially so for those young people who are facing vulnerable life situations and intersectional inequalities.

Focus and aims of the volume

The chapters in this volume discuss how increasing upward social inclusion for young Europeans requires rethinking learning outcomes as well as the theoretical-methodological frameworks used to research them. They challenge the dominant, yet ineffective, understandings of educational achievement and learning outcomes and critically discuss the social factors influencing the construction of their quality, as well as differences and gaps between groups of young people. However, the volume not only aims to present well-founded criticism, but also offers novel approaches to learning outcomes and educational achievement at conceptual, methodological and policy levels, providing new tools for conceptualizing, understanding and researching learning outcomes and achievement. Thus, the purpose of the book is not only to problematize but also to reconceptualize the issues at hand. The new theoretical-methodological framework brought forward overcomes some of the major shortcomings and problems of the currently dominating approaches. It also has strong potential to facilitate the formulation and implementation of more effective, context-sensitive and evidence-based policies targeting unequal structures of opportunities, polarization of learning outcomes and achievement, and skills shortage in the labour market. Thus, a central aim of this volume is paving the way forward for research and policy to better identify and target the educational challenges on various governance levels in varying spatial contexts and, through that, to increase equality and accessibility of educational opportunities for young people and promote their social inclusion.

A novel and innovative approach to learning outcomes

The conceptualizations and the emerging empirical results presented in this volume originate from the collaborative, ongoing European research project Constructing Learning Outcomes in Europe: A Multi-Level Analysis of (Under)Achievement in the Life Course (CLEAR). The project is funded by the European Commission1 between 2022 and 2025 and carried out by thirteen partner institutions in eight EU countries from Central (Germany, Austria), northern (Finland), Southern (Greece, Italy), Southwestern (Spain, Portugal), and South-eastern (Bulgaria) Europe. Thus, the volume takes a European perspective on the topic as it examines the contexts, conditions and policies of learning outcomes and educational (under)achievement2 at different geographical levels across the EU. Participating countries represent not only more than half of the EU’s population but, also, diverse governmental and education systems, economic and labour market structures and socio-cultural contexts. Furthermore, the volume places emphasis on context-sensitivity and downshifts the attention from national to regional and local levels of analysis, offering original insights on regional and local disparities that previous studies focusing solely on the national level have been unable to grasp. The regional and local contexts in the eight countries where the study is conducted have been selected by carefully considering the available quantitative data on economic, educational and socio-structural conditions and by collecting contextual information to validate the selection (for a detailed description of the selection process and the research sites, see Zelinka et al., 2023a).

The interdisciplinary CLEAR project seeks to better understand the factors which affect the quality and the construction of learning outcomes as well as to aid the transference of new knowledge into innovative policy approaches tackling underachievement and increasing social inclusion of young people. CLEAR contributes to reducing educational inequalities by generating novel and updated empirical evidence on the construction of (under)achievement and its determinants through researching conceptual variations, policies, contexts, young people’s experiences and institutional settings across the eight countries with a focus on educational policies targeting learning achievements of young people aged from eighteen to twenty-nine years. Special attention is given to groups identified in policies as being multi-disadvantaged and/or in vulnerable situations.

CLEAR’s conceptualization – which is brought forth in this volume – differs from prior research on learning outcomes which has a strong focus on statistically capturing and measuring their quality. CLEAR counters this kind of construction of (under)achievement – as a solely individual and outcome-oriented criterion for understanding educational trajectories of young people – and emphasizes, instead, how structural and institutional changes intermingle with the life courses of young people and shape their individual biographies. The project understands the construction of learning outcomes to be a dynamic, relational and contingent process shaped by a variety of actors and factors. It is a process which leads to numerous definitions of educational achievement, depending on temporary variations of policy provision, labour market performance, individual dispositions, cultural and social trends and dominant discursive meanings. Learning outcomes are, thus, viewed as a complex educational, social and political phenomenon.

CLEAR is designed as a unique combination of advanced conceptual frameworks and multiple levels and techniques of analysis which facilitate the exploration of several mutually intersecting dimensions of constructing learning outcomes: individual, institutional, structural, relational and spatial. Conceptually, CLEAR is based on three major theoretical perspectives: life course (Heinz et al., 2009; Mortimer & Shanahan, 2003), intersectionality (Cho, Crenshaw & McCall, 2013; Crenshaw, 1989) and spatial justice (Soja, 2009; 2013) which bridge education, sociology, social and youth policy studies and political science. CLEAR combines these theoretical perspectives to build a novel and powerful framework for a comparative, mixed-method, research design with multiple levels of analysis and innovative participatory strategies. This framework enables conceptualization of the multi-layered research objectives: reconstructing the links between educational achievement and educational inequality, grasping regional and local complexities, giving space to young people’s own voices and addressing the complex methodological issues in a dynamic and interdisciplinary manner.

The life course approach is based on the premise that an individual’s life course is multi-dimensional and develops across various interrelated and interacting life domains (e.g. Mortimer & Shanahan, 2003). It examines how individual lives are embedded in institutional and socio-historical frameworks as well as the social inequalities which emerge from these contexts (Heinz et al., 2009). The contexts are shaped by national, regional and local structures of opportunities and constraints, creating a complex mix of socio-economic conditions (Cefalo, Scandurra & Kazepov, 2020; Scandurra, Cefalo & Kazepov, 2020), institutional policies forming distinct youth transition regimes (Walther, 2017) and diverse practices of actors, including educators, policy professionals, employers and individuals (Roberts, 2018). Thus, the approach holds that the trajectories and transitions within an individual’s life course are constructed through the interplay of political, social, economic and spatial conditions, welfare state regulations and provisions, and biographical decisions and investments of individuals (Parreira do Amaral, Steiner-Khamsi & Thompson, 2019; Parreira do Amaral & Tikkanen, 2022). The life course approach offers a logical framework to explore individual and subjective dimensions in the construction of learning outcomes and (under)achievement in a lifelong learning perspective. It supports examination of the experiences, expectations, visions and perceptions of young Europeans and their ability to create subjective meanings and continuity along the different phases of their life courses, with consideration of their diverse socio-economic and spatial contexts. CLEAR also applies the theoretical instruments of life course research to policy analysis; specifically, to understand how various policies interact with the individual life courses of young people and to localize the points of possible change. The project applies the paradigmatic principles of the life course perspective, particularly the role of individual agency, recognizing that young people do not accept their social and historical circumstances passively. Instead, they actively construct their own life course through the choices and actions they take within the opportunities and constraints of history and social circumstance (Elder, Johnson & Crosnoe, 2003).

Intersectionality emphasizes the dynamic interplay of multiple social positions, such as gender, ethnicity, religion, age and sexual orientation, in shaping individuals’ self-conceptions and producing social inequalities (Cho, Crenshaw & McCall, 2013; Järvinen & Silvennoinen, 2024). This perspective, which recognizes that inequalities are multi-dimensional, analyses how social and cultural categories intertwine to create unique forms of discrimination. Intersectionality supports more holistic assessment of educational inequalities, sharpens the view on educational policies targeting underachievement and helps to devise intersectional solutions to intersectional problems. Within CLEAR, the intersectional approach helps to connect different analytical perspectives to gain a multi-dimensional understanding of the targeted phenomena. It also enables a context-sensitive approach based on the idea that identity categories are always contextually constrained and facilitated by intersectional identity locations (Wilkins, 2014). With respect to the policies studied, a critical intersectional method informs the research in an extensive and inclusive manner, revealing that even well-intentioned policies may fall short if they assume that all inequalities share the same ontological history and internal logic and, thus, ignore the historical and contextual realities of the different forms of inequality (Smooth, 2013). It further strengthens the project’s analytical scope by emphasizing that any policy dealing with (under)achievement is embedded, to varying degrees, in regimes of class, gender, ethnic and other inequalities (Walby, 2009). To this end, CLEAR focuses on variable configurations of socio-economic, ethnic and gender divides among young people in the EU member states and regions (Parreira do Amaral, Kovacheva & Rambla, 2019).

Finally, the spatial justice approach, which is crucial when conducting in-depth comparative analyses in various spatial contexts, emphasizes the significance of space as an active force shaping human life and draws attention to the interaction of space and power (Soja, 2009; 2013; Williams, 2013). This perspective on spatiality reveals that spaces are influenced by economic, political and power interests, and, thus, cannot be seen as neutral or impartial entities. Instead, they are embedded in the unequal distribution of resources, opportunities and structures which favour certain actions and decisions over others (Parreira do Amaral & Jornitz, 2019). In education, spatial injustice refers to the uneven distribution of resources and opportunities among regions, cities, neighbourhoods and schools, divided by factors such as rural-urban differences and class and minority concentrations. These divisions are influenced, for instance, by housing and labour markets, and educational policies concerning zoning and school choice (e.g. Beach et al., 2018; Benasso et al., 2022). A lack of spatial justice affects learning outcomes through disparities in access to early childhood education and care, adult and higher education, urban and school segregation, as well as the links between VET and innovation systems across different regions and localities. Thus, as education is embedded in the inter-relations that form the opportunity structures in a given place, CLEAR adopts the critical perspective of spatial justice to unveil how spaces interact with the life courses of young people, how the spatial organization of society affects educational policymaking, and how unjust spatial dispersion of population creates conditions which further stigmatize and marginalize disadvantaged groups. In short, spatial justice helps to conceptualize learning outcomes and (under)achievement as phenomena conditioned by spatial factors.

In addition to the novel conceptual framework, the originality of the project lies in three further aspects. First, as mentioned above, attention is ‘downshifted’ from the national to the regional and local levels of policy analysis. Although national levels have been instrumental in identifying institutional typologies of VET and adult learning and education, such studies have been unable to grasp the highly influential regional and local disparities. Second, the research looks at the construction of intersectional inequalities in education and training. There are complex interconnections between the experiences of female and male youths who have gone through very uneven processes of (early) school leaving, often reproducing disadvantages related to families with a low socio-economic status or with direct experience of migration or ethnic constraints. In this regard, CLEAR problematizes the discursive and policy construction of youths as vulnerable or multi-disadvantaged according to their position, status, educational achievements or family background. Third, CLEAR invests in activating young people’s participation in the design and implementation of policy solutions. The project adopts an innovative, transversal, participatory approach (for a more detailed discussion on the role of participation in the CLEAR project, see Chapter 7 in this volume), which creates opportunities for direct and active involvement of young people, policymakers, experts and policy practitioners. By creating favourable conditions for discussion and the sharing of experiences and research results among these stakeholders, CLEAR aims to enable targeted policy solutions which are fine-tuned to the actual needs of young people; thus, actively stimulating informed decision-making to support policy. The participatory approach also enhances the project’s mixed-method design as it provides direct insights and experience-based knowledge from the stakeholders and, therefore, combines multiple, interdisciplinary and inter-group perspectives. Most importantly, facilitating the exchange between experts and young people promotes awareness of problems and capacity-building for addressing them. This, in turn, strengthens young people’s positions in the negotiation, design and implementation of measures to tackle social vulnerabilities and create solutions related to poor learning outcomes and the multiple factors involved in their construction.

While the volume focuses on the European context, it is relevant also to audiences beyond Europe: improving the quality of young people’s educational achievement and learning outcomes is of global interest. This is showcased, for instance, by the importance the EU and the OECD place on these topics in relation to pressing global issues of educational equality and justice, skills development of young people and the sustainability and competitiveness of societies. Moreover, the novel and innovative theoretical-methodological framework proposed in this volume is not applicable only to European societies and regions, nor is it limited to researching only learning outcomes and achievement. We suggest it is of interest and value to scholars doing research on complex, multi-dimensional, social phenomena across the world. In addition to researchers, the issues dealt with here are of utmost importance to other audiences; such as policymakers aiming to promote the equality of educational opportunities, bridge the gaps between skills supply and demand and ensure the sustainability of societies by tackling poor learning outcomes and educational underachievement. Furthermore, the range of stakeholders, experts and administrators of education interested in assessing the effects and limits of organizational and pedagogical arrangements will find the volume useful.

Sources of empirical evidence

The data produced in the CLEAR project,3 on which most of the chapters of this volume draw, include, firstly, two sets of quantitative data. For one set, the primary sources are from Eurostat: Labour Force Survey (LFS), European Union Statistics on Income and Living Conditions (SILC) and National and Regional Accounts. The data spans the period 2005 to 2021 and its collection focused on young people aged between fifteen and thirty-four in the eight CLEAR countries. It utilized the EU’s Nomenclature of Territorial Units for Statistics (NUTS) classification with a focus on NUTS 0 (national) and NUTS 2 (regional) levels. This dataset includes fifty-one indicators grouped into six major dimensions: education, labour market, economic context, demographic context, material conditions and institutional setting (Kazepov et al., 2023). The second quantitative data set consists of the results of an expert survey (N=494) carried out in the CLEAR countries in late 2023 and early 2024. The survey forecasted future scenarios of educational disadvantage, quality of learning outcomes and (under)achievement as well as assessed the multi-level governance and coordination of different policy strands in defining and dealing with regional and national (under)achievement. The respondents include national and regional level experts from the fields of education and training, adult learning, labour market and youth work representing the public sector, academia and research, labour market and civil society (Barberis et al., 2024).

A further source of data includes a combination of grey literature and expert interviews. These sources enable the mapping out of processes of skills formation and skills utilization and analysing how the levels of government connect with skills-equilibria at national and regional levels in the eight countries. The grey literature includes documents which define learning outcomes at ISCED 2−6 levels with a focus on health, hospitality and IT sectors of vocational and higher education as well as documents that convey definitions of learning outcomes at the regional and local levels. The semi-structured expert interviews (N=105), which complement the written documentation with evidence of everyday practices, were conducted in the respective countries with regional and local level education and employment policy professionals in the three sectors in early 2024. The interviews focused on the experts’ views on challenges entailed in the institutional dimensions of young people’s life courses, intersectional inequalities faced by students and spatial justice in the coordination of the educational programmes (Rambla et al., 2024).

Another qualitative data set of the CLEAR project consists of narrative biographical interviews with young adults (aged from eighteen to thirty years; N=168) in thriving and declining regions in the CLEAR countries in the spring of 2024. The gender-balanced sample consists of young people currently or previously in multi-disadvantaged or vulnerable life situations. The interviews focused on young adults’ experiences of learning, schooling and education along their life courses, their current life situation and future views as well as experiences of regional (lack of) educational, labour market and life course opportunities (Järvinen et al., 2024).

The chapters draw also on a state-of-the-art review on the research and policy debates on learning outcomes and educational (under)achievement, both at national and international levels, looking at the prevailing understandings of both concepts and demonstrating the necessity to research the interplay of factors involved in their construction (Zelinka et al., 2023b). Lastly, the data sets are complemented by the implementation of the Transversal Participatory Approach to provide direct insights and experience-based knowledge from young people and relevant experts.4

Organization of the volume

The volume is structured into three parts which, together, provide a multi-dimensional and novel conception of the construction of learning outcomes and educational (under)achievement. In doing so, it forms a critical basis for future research and effective policymaking. Following this introduction, Part I, Problematizing Learning Outcomes, lays the foundation for the volume’s conceptual, methodological and policy reflections and conclusions. It challenges the prevailing decontextualized and one-sided approach to learning outcomes and educational (under)achievement and questions the promises of such an approach for improving the quality and effectiveness of education. The chapters illustrate how the dominant approach to learning outcomes ignores the relevance of various actors and spaces in the construction of educational (under)achievement; leads to a reductionist and instrumental vision of education, turning it into constant competition and comparison; and creates stark divisions between young people. Part I problematizes how poor learning outcomes and underachievement, as deficits, are associated with specific groups of people and critically examines the discursive, political and social factors influencing the construction of their quality.

Chapter 1 Social Construction of Performance and Ability in Policy and Practice: Comparing German Saxony-Anhalt and Canadian British Columbia by Tanja Sturm examines how achievement and achievement gaps are constructed in classroom practices and the documents which frame schooling. She also looks at how the relation between the everyday interaction among students and teachers, as well as the formal schooling regulations, is handled in two societies which vary widely on the (in)equity of associated learning outcomes. Through this examination, she shows how socially constructed achievement gaps are often uncritically accepted by different actors involved in the construction of learning outcomes as a social necessity and as ‘truth’.

In Chapter 2, Countering Educational Poverty by Raising Learning Outcomes of Young People, Jozef Zelinka, Nikoletta Jablonczay, Georgios K. Zarifis and Tero Järvinen discuss how attempts to raise learning outcomes and prevent educational inequality and underachievement by European policymakers have mostly occurred through evidence-based policies utilizing quantitative data and results from large-scale comparative surveys. In the chapter, the authors argue that such perspective on learning outcomes misses the wider context and relations in which the process of learning unfolds. They illustrate why a more context-sensitive and comprehensive approach to learning and educational achievement is needed.

Part II of the volume is titled Reviewing and Revisiting Research and Policy on Learning Outcomes. It deepens and elaborates the arguments presented in the first part of the book by reviewing the state of international research on learning outcomes. It revisits and analyses both relevant European policies addressing learning outcomes and the current situation of youth learning outcomes in Europe, making a critical assessment of the production of the widely used data and indicators. Part II concludes with an illustrative discussion on how using participatory research methods can, in addition to facilitating the production of context-sensitive knowledge on the construction processes of learning outcomes, empower young people and support their agency in their life courses. This is of particular importance for youth in vulnerable and multi-disadvantaged life situations.

In Chapter 3, A European Assessment of Territorial Divides in Underachievement, Ruggero Cefalo, Rosario Scandurra and Alexandra Ioannidou address data from OECD’s Programme for the International Assessment of Adult Competencies and the EU Labour Force Survey to propose a spatial perspective on learning outcomes and underachievement. Their comparative analyses of territorial divides in learning outcomes show how educational underachievement is characterized by spatial dimensions and how regional opportunity structures influence individual courses of action producing spatial variation in learning outcomes.

In Chapter 4, A Synthesis Review of Education Research on Learning Outcomes, Jozef Zelinka and colleagues provide a synthesis of the state of international education research on learning outcomes, with a focus on the eight EU countries involved in the CLEAR project. The chapter carries out a synthesis review on how the education research has been informed about and tackled the issue of learning outcomes in relation to young people, policymakers, educational practitioners and other relevant stakeholders.

Xavier Rambla, Paula Guimarães and Valeria Pandolfini, in Chapter 5, A Comparative Analysis of Validation of Prior Learning in Europe, compare how Austria, Germany, Finland, Italy, Portugal and Spain have elaborated their approach to learning outcomes in official EU documents, and how Italy, Portugal and Spain have designed schemes of prior learning validation in the last decade.

In Chapter 6, A Review of European Policies on Socio-Cultural Diversity in Education, Georgios K. Zarifis, Sebastiano Benasso and Darena Hristozova review European policies, which contribute to shaping young people’s learning outcomes. The authors pay particular attention to how policies take socio-cultural diversity into account. They conclude that increasing diversity in the process of producing learning outcomes increases understanding about diverse modes of learning and provides supportive role models for underrepresented and underprivileged groups.

Chapter 7, Participatory Methods Fostering Young People’s Empowerment in Education by Sebastiano Benasso, Siyka Kovacheva and Luca Raffini, focuses on the integration of participatory methods in education research. Drawing from literature, the chapter discusses the implications of participation as a subversion of routine research practices which are questioned in terms of power balances, research designs and definitions. The authors illustrate how the application of participatory methods may shed light on the processes of construction of the learning outcomes in different social contexts.

In Part III, Rethinking Learning Outcomes and Educational Achievement, the three concluding chapters draw on the work communicated in the previous chapters to offer novel approaches to rethinking learning outcomes and educational achievement at conceptual, methodological and policy levels. This is to acknowledge and account for the true complexity of the phenomena. Thus, this part sketches out new tools for conceptualizing, understanding and researching learning outcomes and achievement and discusses the ways in which related policies could promote inclusiveness of education.

In Chapter 8, Rethinking Educational Achievement, Expanding Learning Outcomes, Tiago Neves, Jozef Zelinka, Gil Nata and Natália Alves examine the rationales, implementation processes and functions of the dominant, narrow view of educational achievement. This view, in scholarly literature, is often equated with academic achievement; thus, limiting educational matters to what is academically relevant. The authors not only propose an expansion of the prevailing understanding of educational achievement to encompass neglected dimensions, but also discuss the procedural, functional and political implications of the proposal.

Chapter 9, Researching Educational (Under)Achievement and Learning Outcomes by Isabella Quadrelli, Jenni Tikkanen, Christina Cavallo and Luca Raffini, explores new directions in methodological practice and reflection in socio-educational research of learning outcomes and educational achievement. The authors draw on the CLEAR project in proposing a novel theoretical-methodological framework for studying learning outcomes and educational achievement. This framework brings together the theoretical perspectives, concepts and methodological tools of life course research, intersectionality and spatial justice and complements them with key elements of participatory research methods.

In Chapter 10, A Spatial Perspective on Promoting Inclusiveness Through Learning Outcomes in Europe, Marcelo Parreira do Amaral, Jozef Zelinka, Siyka Kovacheva and Xavier Rambla argue that, while European efforts to tackle risks of social exclusion and improve the situation of younger generations, especially those in vulnerable positions, have been substantial in terms of both money invested and initiatives and programmes put forth, the results of these policies have, generally, been rather modest. Adopting a spatial justice lens, the authors discuss how policies frame the issue of achievement and learning outcomes to reach their goals and discuss initial results from the ongoing empirical research conducted in CLEAR.

Lastly, a postscript by the editors of the volume ties the contributions together, reflects on their significance and provides an outlook on the next steps.

Notes

1 The CLEAR project has received funding from the European Union’s Horizon Europe research and innovation funding programme under Grant Agreement No. 101061155. The CLEAR partner institutions are: University of Münster and Leibniz Centre for Lifelong Learning and European Research Services GmbH, Germany; Autonomous University of Barcelona, Spain; University of Turku, Finland; University of Vienna, Austria; University of Lisbon and University of Porto, Portugal; University of Genoa, University of Urbino and Codici Cooperativa Sociale, Italy; University of Plovdiv, Bulgaria; and University of Thessaloniki, Greece. The project is coordinated by Marcelo Parreira do Amaral at the University of Münster, Germany. For more information see: www.clear-horizon.eu.
2 The project uses the term ‘(under)achievement’ in brackets, first, to highlight its selective character and the fact that what counts as academic (under)achievement in one country or region may not apply the same in other contexts. Second, the goal is to look beyond the simplistic logic of categorizing students into achievers, over-achievers and low-achievers, and, instead, problematize the very construction of the term, its use in policymaking and in various learning environments and skills ecosystems (see entry ‘(Under)Achievement’ in the CLEAR Glossary, online at https://clear-horizon.eu/glossary/).
3 At the time of writing the chapters, the empirical data from the project were preliminary but, nevertheless, solid and convincing enough to support and justify the need to reconceptualize learning outcomes and educational achievement – the key aim of the volume – as will be shown throughout this book.
4 One of the epistemological principles on which the project is based, is to consider the participants not as objects but as subjects of research. The operationalization of this principle consists of the use of the TPA. Social actors are involved in CLEAR as participants to overcome the ‘routine’ narrowness of their role as ‘information carriers’ and to valorize their knowledge, skills and experiences according to the specificity of their positions in the field of education. The general idea is that social actors not only accumulate opinions and build relationships in social fields, but also actively contribute to the production of a society which, consequently, cannot be analysed solely on the basis of the top-down approach of social theory. In the CLEAR Consortium, the University of Genoa is responsible for the design and implementation of the TPA (see https://clear-horizon.eu/consortium/unige/; see also entry ‘Transversal Participatory Approach’ in the CLEAR Glossary, online at: https://clear-horizon.eu/glossary/).
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Social Construction of Performance and Ability in Policy and Practice: Comparing German Saxony-Anhalt and Canadian British Columbia

Tanja Sturm

Introduction

A common perspective of school and teaching research is that teaching or teaching practices and teachers’ concepts are not micro phenomena that exist apart from ‘school organizational, educational administrative and socio-political frameworks’ (Proske et al., 2021, p. 4). Thus far, the focus of research has primarily been on the impact of the individual school context on teaching practices. However, there has been a lack of attention paid to the social-institutional context, as expressed through school laws and curricula (Böhme et al., 2015). School laws and curricula contain codified norms and decision-making expectations that are applied to teaching. Professionals understand these with their habitus (Bohnsack, 2021), that are accumulated experiences and socialization, such as class, gender and education, and are challenged to deal with them in their daily practice. The school is a social institution and can be understood as a ‘people-processing organization’ (Luhmann, 1978, p. 248) that makes client-related biographical and identity decisions. In schools, these are primarily made along the lines of performance. Performance and achievement are socially and educationally produced constructs that legitimize social inequality. In contrast to a social class principle that justifies different privileges, the former is understood as emancipative, because it is the individual’s performance and not family affiliation that legitimizes unequal life and educational opportunities (c.f. Ricken, 2018). However, numerous empirical studies show that this principle does not work in schools as the family situation significantly explains educational failure and success (e.g. Downey & Condron, 2016). Nevertheless, international comparative studies, such as the OECD’s Programme for International Student Assessment (OECD, 2020), show that there are differences between countries and their school systems in the extent to which social inequality is transformed into educational equality.

This raises questions of how ability and performance are constructed in policy, i.e. in formal school documents, and how they are dealt with in classroom practice by teachers and students. To address these desiderata, the ‘virtual social identities’ (Goffman, 1963, p. 2), i.e. the ‘images’ of students and the expectations of their ability that are codified in school laws and complementary documents, are reconstructed. Two documents, one from Germany’s state of Saxony-Anhalt and one from Canada’s province of British Columbia, were chosen. From a global perspective, both countries are characterized by the fact that school education is well-established and accessible to all. Besides these similarities, the PISA studies indicate that Germany is strongly transforming social inequality into educational inequality whereas this occurs to a lesser extent in Canada (OECD, 2023, p. 112). Moreover, there is a large gap of access to material resources, including ICT of schools in Canada and Germany. While Canada rated ninth out of seventy-seven (OECD, 2020) in the number of computers per student in their schools, Germany is at the bottom of the G-7 countries, only recently introducing substantial government initiatives to move up from thirty-sixth place (OECD, 2020). While students from higher SES backgrounds in Germany usually get the needed material from home, students from lower SES background families tend to not have access. Nevertheless, both countries face the challenge of transforming the lower educational achievement of students from socio-economically disadvantaged backgrounds. Contrasting the differing degrees to which the two countries do this promises to generate insights into the contextualization of classroom practices. The two governmental units, Saxony-Anhalt and British Columbia, are responsible for school education within the federal structure of their countries. They differ from each other in that Saxony-Anhalt has a multi-track school system where assignment to different educational programmes is based on performance, while British Columbia does not track.

Against the background of the guiding research interest, the article is structured as follows: in a first step, the concepts of performance and ability are reconstructed from the school policies. Then, drawing on interviews, two math teachers’ conceptions of ability are reconstructed. Both teach in lower secondary schools, one in Saxony-Anhalt and the other in British Columbia. The paper concludes with perspectives for research on teaching multi-level analytical reconstructions and relations of the genesis of instructional constructions of difference.

Reconstructing societal-institutional concepts of performance

The reconstruction of the social-institutional concepts of performance is carried out with the documentary method. Following Karl Mannheim’s work on the Sociology of Knowledge (1926; 1982), Arnd-Michael Nohl (2016; 2019) has worked out not only which object-constituting assumptions characterize the analytical procedure based on the documentary method, but also how it can be methodically implemented and applied. Public discourses, including legal texts, are understood as expressions of the interpretations of the actors who wrote them. Based on the understanding that both forms of knowledge, the communicative and the conjunctive, exist, the reconstruction of the latter is of primary interest. Accordingly, the analysis of the modus operandi of textual thinking goes beyond the analysis of the content of words and is correspondingly linked to the spaces of experience of those who produced them. Comparable to the reconstruction of milieu-specific orientations, the focus of the analysis of discourses is not the what, e.g. concepts, but ‘the how of this occurrence’ (Nohl, 2016, p. 122). This opens up access to the collective styles and ways of thinking as well as the deeper (social) contexts underlying the discourses or the social groups that produced them (Nohl, 2016).

Concepts of performance in Saxony-Anhalt’s School Act

For the analysis of the understanding of performance in the School Act of Saxony-Anhalt (Land Sachsen-Anhalt, 2018), which comprises a total of 205 pages, excerpts were selected. The main focus was on the topics of performance, differences in performance as well as other differences, such as special educational needs, which are described in relation to the different educational tracks (vocational/academic) that students attend from the fifth grade onward. The Education Act of the State of Saxony-Anhalt begins as follows:

(1) The mission of the school is determined by the Basic Law of the Federal Republic of Germany and the Constitution of the State of Saxony-Anhalt. In particular, every young person, regardless of gender, origin, ethnicity, disability, sexual identity, religion or belief, or economic or social situation, has the right to an upbringing, education and training that promotes his or her talents, abilities and aptitudes.

(Land Sachsen-Anhalt, 2018, p. 13)

The propositional introduction begins, similarly to those of other federal states, with a reference to the constitution of the Federal Republic of Germany and to that of the state. It goes on to list the rights of young people to ‘supportive education and training’. These rights are differentiated: on the one hand, those differences that are described with the conceptual triad of ‘talents, abilities and inclinations’ and, on the other hand, those that exist along the lines of ‘gender, origin, ethnicity, disability, sexual identity, religion, ideology, economic or social situation’. While the first group represents points of reference for differentiation in education, the latter does not. Rather, it emphasizes that educational rights should not be limited along the lines of the latter group. The distinction between the two concepts of difference also confirms that they are conceived separately, i.e. that ability and social situation are independent of each other. What the concepts have in common is that they are conceived as inherent to the students and at the same time as stable and, accordingly, detached from social and material living conditions and experiences. In the social sciences, this can be described as an individualizing and essentializing concept of difference (see e.g. Goodley, 2014). The processing of difference in schooling is, however, different: while one set of differences (talents, abilities and inclinations) is processed through different educational pathways, the second set is not. How the processing of differences along the lines of aptitudes, abilities and inclinations is envisaged will be reconstructed on the basis of further excerpts.

The educational mission is differentiated in the further explanations of the school law. The different educational tracks on the secondary level represent a form of schooling that deals with different forms of ‘talents, abilities and aptitudes’. It is primarily in the comparison of the educational programmes and opportunities at the lower secondary level that the understanding of performance is documented. For the comparative analysis, two out of five different school types were chosen: the Sekundarschule, which offers two different tracks preparing for vocational school, and Gymnasium, which offers a general university entrance qualification. Thus, the Gymnasium represents the academic track and the Sekundarschule the vocational tracks. The comments on Sekundarschule begin as follows:

The secondary school provides general and job-orientated education … In grades 5 and 6, students receive special support in their individual abilities and are introduced to the learning focuses, learning requirements and working methods of grades 7 to 10. The lessons include learning content that is equally obligatory for all students, as well as offerings for the development of special individual interests and inclinations, and for support of performance. Placement in the graduation-related classes or courses at the end of the 6th grade is dependent on the fulfilment of certain performance requirements.

(Land Sachsen-Anhalt, 2018, p. 23)

In this quote, the concept and programme of the secondary school are named: the focus is on ‘general and career-oriented’. Furthermore, a distinction is made between grades five and six and grades seven to ten according to the focus of learning. The reference to levels documents the understanding of a homogeneous development of students and objectives that build on each other, since grades five and six are designed as preparation for grades seven to ten. Common to both levels is the reference to the individuality of student learning. The individual abilities of the students are mentioned as well as ‘individual interests and aptitudes’. The latter are distinguished from learning content that is compulsory for all. The comparison documents an understanding of students’ interests and abilities that is not identical to the fulfilment of school content expected of everyone. With the term ‘promotion of performance’, a concept of performance that can be developed through educational support becomes recognizable here. However, the individual understanding, which has no reference to school subjects, is not questioned. Performance is, thus, conceptualized as an individual characteristic that is expected of students. The possibility of change through education, which becomes apparent here, stands in contrast to the previously reconstructed essentializing understanding of ability, which explains performance as hardly influenceable by school and education. It is further explained that grades five and six not only prepare students for the learning methods of the following grades, but that the performance achieved by them is used for ‘placement in the graduation-related classes or courses’. This corresponds to the teacher’s assessment of their ability to reach one of the two vocational tracks and their certificates. Both have a hierarchical relationship to each other as they offer different options for vocational training. The expectation to meet ‘certain performance requirements’, which are not further explained, documents an understanding of performance as a result of the students’ natural abilities. On the other hand, it is the result of specific – mainly individualized – educational support in the classroom. It is the basis for assignment to educational tracks. For the Gymnasium, the school law formulates:

[A]n in-depth general education that enables students to continue their education at a university or also to take up comparable vocational training.

(Land Sachsen-Anhalt, 2018, p. 29)

The educational offer formulated here differs from that of the Sekundarschule in that it describes a ‘profound general education’. This is formulated as a prerequisite for the continuation of the educational path to higher education and is, thus, hierarchical in comparison to the educational programme of the Sekundarschule, since only the Gymnasium leads to the general university entrance qualification. As in the case of the Sekundarschule, the Gymnasium’s educational programme is linked to perspectives that go beyond schooling, i.e. professional perspectives. The more prominent activities at the upper end of the occupational hierarchy are reserved for Gymnasium students. The text continues:

School years 5 and 6 gradually introduce the working methods of the Gymnasium course of education and orient the students to the future requirements. In the process, students are given special support in their individual abilities. The lessons include obligatory learning contents for all pupils as well as offers for the promotion of performance.

(Land Sachsen-Anhalt, 2018, p. 29)

Similar to the comments on the Sekundarschule, it is stated that, in years five and six, ‘the working methods of the Gymnasium track will be gradually introduced’ and that ‘students will receive special support according to their individual abilities’. Here, however, it is not the content but the methods that are framed as specific to the school track and, thus, implicitly distinguished from other tracks. Nevertheless, the specificity of the school track is not concretized. It remains on the conceptual level of the reference to the Gymnasium. The perspectives are indirectly related to the following grades or school levels, which are described in terms of the Gymnasium track and future requirements. As in the case of the Sekundarschule, the ‘individual abilities’ of the students are to be particularly promoted. These are distinguished from ‘obligatory learning contents’. Here, too, an aptitude concept is evident in which aptitude is seen as an individual characteristic. It is to be valued and developed in school. In contrast to the Sekundarschule, no statements are made about the proof of performance at the end of the sixth grade. Accordingly, the explanations for the change of educational path, which are formulated in §34 and are based on the expectation of ‘successful cooperation’, apply here (Land Sachsen-Anhalt, 2018, p. 97). In contrast to the Sekundarschule, there is no further subdivision of students in this track after the sixth grade. The underlying ideas of performance and ability are documented in the different educational programmes of the educational tracks. Ability is mainly individualized and the basis for enabling performance. Although performance is conceived in principle as developable – in and through school and education – by means of support, these possibilities seem to be limited by the natural given situation of each student.

Performance in British Columbia’s School Act and additional documents

The School Act of British Columbia is conceptually similar to that of Saxony-Anhalt, but differs in structure and content. What the documents do have in common is that they state the rights of students to education. In order to be able to make thematic comparisons, in addition to excerpts from the Government of British Columbia’s (GBC) School Act (2021b), those from the ‘Curriculum’ (GBC, 2021a) and the ‘Statement of Educational Policy Order’ (GBC, 1989) will be included in the sample.

British Columbia has ten years of compulsory education, beginning at the age of six and formally ending at age sixteen. The school system is designed for twelve years of attendance. The majority of students, about 90 per cent (GBC, n.a.), remain in the school system for twelve years and complete their schooling with a diploma. The School Act essentially regulates the right to education, which can be fulfilled in a public school, an independent school or at home (GBC, 2021b).

The educational mission of the school is formulated in the ‘Statement of Education Policy Order’ (GBC, 1989). This document contains similar contents that are described in the school law of Saxony-Anhalt. In order to be able to compare the contents, parts of this document are used here. It begins with the following explanation:

The purpose of the British Columbia school system is to enable learners to develop their individual potential and to acquire the knowledge, skills, and attitudes needed to contribute to a healthy society and a prosperous and sustainable economy.

(GBC, 1989)

This introductory and propositional sentence names the goals of the school system, which are implicitly marked as the rights of students, who are called learners. The educational goals do not refer to the students alone, but also to their perspective contribution to the collective, here to a society. The society is differentiated as a ‘healthy’ society with a ‘flourishing and sustainable economy’. These goals are collectively oriented. The school is conceived as an institution that educates and forms students for their service to society, so that it can be maintained and/or developed. Students should learn and develop knowledge, skills and attitudes to be able to fulfil the goals for society in the future. In addition, they should develop their ‘individual potentials’, which are put at the service of the collective, i.e. society. The remarks of the opening sentence are differentiated as follows:

A quality education system assists in the development of human potential and improves the well being of each individual person in British Columbia society. Continued progress toward our social and economic goals as a province depends upon well-educated people who have the ability to think clearly and critically, and to adapt to change. Progress toward these goals also depends on educated citizens who accept the tolerant and multi-faceted nature of Canadian society and who are motivated to participate actively in our democratic institutions.

(GBC, 1989)

In this paragraph, the educational objectives are validated and further differentiated as a contribution to social coexistence in social and economic terms. The contribution is described as ‘helping’, implying that the school does not fulfil this mission alone. Education is understood as the development of human potential. ‘Well-educated’, differentiated by ‘clear and critical thinking’, is named as a prerequisite for the performance of societal goals. Accordingly, education is conceptualized as an active form of interaction and engagement between students and teachers. The society is further understood as one in which these goals have not yet been largely achieved, but should be in the future. For this purpose, it is considered necessary that people are able to ‘adapt to change’. In terms of content, this is linked to the expectation that people will actively shape and be committed to a tolerant, multi-faceted Canadian society.

Part C of the ‘Statement of Education Policy Order’ (GBC, 1989) further differentiates educational goals. The excerpt was chosen because it describes the development of students’ skills:

Intellectual Development – to develop the ability of students to analyze critically, reason and think independently, and acquire basic learning skills and bodies of knowledge; to develop in students a lifelong appreciation of learning, a curiosity about the world around them and a capacity for creative thought and expression.

(GBC, 1989)

Homologous to the development of ‘human potential’ and ‘wellbeing’ described in the previous excerpt, ability is conceptualized as something to be developed and, like the social development process, is conceived as open. This documents an understanding of ‘intellectual development’ not as a given, but as something to be developed. At the same time, the abilities are linked to specific goals, which, homologous to the previously reconstructed understanding, are focused not only on the individual, but also on society. The responsibility for educational development lies with the school. From the perspective of lifelong learning, curiosity about the world, creativity in thinking and expression as well as perspectives and attitudes are mentioned as things that students should know and learn during their time at school.

The Curriculum (2021a), which is available as a digital document (without page numbers), explains the diversity of pupils and how it is dealt with in school. This follows on from the topic of diversity in school system in Saxony-Anhalt, although written in a different type of document. It states:

British Columbia’s schools include young people of varied backgrounds, interests, and abilities. The Kindergarten to grade 12 school system focuses on meeting the needs of all students. When selecting specific topics, activities, and resources to support the implementation of the curriculum, teachers are encouraged to ensure that these choices support inclusion, equity, and accessibility for all students. In particular, teachers should ensure that classroom instruction, assessment, and resources reflect sensitivity to diversity and incorporate positive role portrayals, relevant issues, and themes such as inclusion, respect, and acceptance. This includes diversity in family composition, gender identity, and sexual orientation.

(GBC, 2021a)

This quote explicitly mentions differences between students in their ‘backgrounds, interests and abilities’. The first term refers to social and cultural experiences and circumstances, which – this is left open – can go hand in hand with different interests and abilities or can be understood separately. Against the background of the previous reconstructions, ‘abilities’ are understood as potentially open and developable. The school’s approach to differences among students is to be one of ‘inclusion, equity and accessibility’ for all students. This documents an equal and appreciative perspective on differences that should not result in limiting participation. Diversity is reflected and addressed in the selection of content, activities and forms of support. It documents an egalitarian and appreciative perspective towards the different experiences and backgrounds of the students, which should essentially take place through the didactic design and in the classroom. For teachers, it is further differentiated that they should act as positive role models for their students to appreciate and recognize the different perspectives.

In summary, the documented understanding of ‘abilities’ and educational goals is directed towards the collective development and wellbeing of society and is conceived as developable through school and education. Students should not be disadvantaged in the development of their abilities. Rather, they should be reflected in the design of instruction. Here, a connection between teaching, the reflection of ‘diversity’ and the development of education can be reconstructed.

Comparison of reconstructed understandings of performance and ability in policy documents

A comparison of the reconstructed concepts of performance from the formal documents of Saxony-Anhalt and British Columbia reveals homologies and differences. Common to both documents is the construction of ‘virtual social identities’ (Goffman, 1963, p. 9ff.) of students that describe them not as equal but as different. Moreover, school and education are places where these differences are addressed and dealt with. The conceptions differ in their understanding of differences in student performance and how they are dealt with in school and education.

Another common feature is that neither of the documents addresses performance in connection with students’ effort and/or willingness to perform, but rather, in Saxony-Anhalt, as a product of naturally given abilities and, in British Columbia, as developable through education. More abstractly, the Saxony-Anhalt documents are characterized by an understanding of performance that conceives of it individually, while, in British Columbia, a social or cultural understanding emerges. In the case of British Columbia, the basis for what is learned lies in the interaction between teachers and students, while, in the individualized concept of Saxony-Anhalt, it lies primarily with the students. In Saxony-Anhalt, differences in ability or performance are to be dealt with at school through different educational paths along the natural abilities of the students, while, in British Columbia, differences between students are seen not only in their abilities, but also in their social backgrounds, their experiences and their interests. These should be considered throughout the curriculum. The guiding premise is that students experience belonging and equity.

These reconstructed educational concepts or norms are accompanied by different (decision-making) expectations of teachers: in Saxony-Anhalt, they are expected to check whether students – with their abilities – are (still) on the ‘right’ educational track, while their colleagues in British Columbia are expected to use didactic concepts to ensure that students are not disadvantaged and that learning is ‘accessible’ to them. These very different understandings go hand in hand with different ‘virtual social identities’ of students in relation to the handling and processing of performance differences in school and teaching.

Social construction of performance by math teachers

In order to reconstruct the understanding of performance and ability as it is produced and processed in classroom practice, excerpts from interviews with a mathematics teacher in Saxony-Anhalt working in a Sekundarschule and a secondary school mathematics teacher in British Columbia are considered below. The interviews provide access to both explicit and implicit reflections.1 Both teachers were interviewed as part of the project ‘Social Genesis of Instructional Practices of the Construction of (Performance) Differences in Transnational Comparison’ (Sturm, 2019). In addition to the interviews with them, two of their ninth-grade classes were videotaped. Both schools serve a majority of socio-economically disadvantaged students. The interview with Mr Voit
2 was conducted in German – and translated by the author of this chapter – while the interview with Mrs Wilson was conducted in English. The interviews began with an introductory impulse in which the teachers were asked what comes to mind when they think of their students.

‘Extra books for mainstreaming’: Interview with Mr Voit from Saxony-Anhalt

The interview with Mr Voit lasted thirty minutes. The following passage, which lasts two minutes and fifteen seconds, unfolds shortly after the opening stimulus. He first reports on the different learning conditions of the students who enter the school in the fifth grade. Mr Voit explains these differences mainly as a result of the students having attended different elementary schools. Then he describes the following:

Mr Voit: There is this new school entrance system where the children no longer where you can repeat and actually still does not repeat the first two years does not count as remain in the grade there is also the mental maturity of the children also a completely different when they come here in the fifth grade //Mmh// and thus it is so different, the prerequisite the children bring so that you have to adjust to it. So. In addition, there is joint instruction, the concept of mainstream instruction, where the students would actually have to go to a special school, ehm but the parents have the possibility to bring their child to a normal regular school on request so that means you also have the differentiation emotional-social what what just all so for problems there go along so and these students you also have to do justice //Mmh// so and then eh is a huge problem the eh textbooks textbook situation there are textbooks that differentiate there are textbooks that do not (.) if you have a book, that doesn’t do it you have to get extra books for the kids that are actually in mainstream learning so that would actually have a learning disability ehm (.) then you sit there as a teacher okay you have this book with these tasks which which tasks are suggested in this mainstream book so eh do they agree with so then there are no clear guidelines what do the children have to learn you only know that they are taught differentially eh with the aim to bring them somehow into the ninth grade.

The propositional content and primary orientation that Mr Voit unfolds represent the different learning conditions of students entering fifth grade. He sees these as reinforced by current school reforms that allow students to stay in the first two grades for an additional year. He describes differences among students in terms of age or ‘mental maturity’ (lines 3–4). Here is a conception or expectation of the virtual social identity of students who are homogeneous in age. He conceptualizes this similarity in terms of learning ability and understanding of the subject matter. As a teacher, he sees himself confronted with the expectation of having to deal with these increasing differences among students, without textbooks taking this diversity into account and without ‘clear guidelines’ (lines 18–19). In his remarks, Mr Voit documents that he experiences the different learning conditions of his students as disruptive to his teaching. Furthermore, Mr Voit describes students who ‘should be in a special school’ (lines 7–8), but because of ‘mainstreaming’ and their parents’ wishes, they are in the ‘normal regular school’ (line 9). Since these students attend his classes, he is challenged to ‘do justice to them’. He elaborates on this by stating that the textbooks do not provide the necessary differentiation and that he has to look for tasks for the students in different textbooks. Mr Voit seems to be lacking (implicit) reflection potentials that give him certainty of action regarding the expectations of ‘common instruction’. He looks for this in the textbook or in expert knowledge, but does not find it there.

From Mr Voit’s remarks emerges an understanding of educational materials that consists of expectations of subject matter and content that are formulated in textbooks and specified for each educational programme. As a result, students in different programmes do not work on the same tasks. This ‘real’ same-level instruction changes when students assigned to different tracks and programmes are taught together and when their ‘intellectual maturity’ differs.

In this excerpt, Mr Voit implicitly reflects the conflicting expectations of social-institutional norms for schools: on the one hand, he tries to differentiate and teach students according to their educational backgrounds, and on the other, he wants to teach students together, i.e. students who belong to different educational backgrounds. He deals with this contradiction, which he attributes to a lack of guidelines, by giving the students track-specific tasks. Thus, his teaching practice is characterized by the idea that students attend different educational tracks, which are written in guidelines.

‘Take ownership of their mistakes’: Interview with Mrs Wilson from British Columbia

The selected excerpt from the interview with Mrs Wilson, which lasted about fifty minutes in total, represents the opening sequence, similar to the one with Mr Voit. After about ten minutes, Mrs Wilson completes her remarks on the opening stimulus, and the interviewer asks her about her understanding of ‘evaluation’, a term she mentioned earlier. In response, Mrs Wilson says

Mrs Wilson: So there’s so our assessment is (2) so what sort of happened with assessment is um (2) (sighs) there’s been a big focus on assessment on formative versus summative assessment, uh (.) so:: (3) in the Math //Mhm // department (.) we used to sort of give unit tasks at the end of each chapter, you=know kind of traditional unit tasks and then a mid-term and a final exam, and (.) and maybe a few quizzes right and that was sort of the bulk of our assessment, (.) so now what we’ve we’ve done is, we don’t give unit anymore, we don’t do as much (.) what I would call summative assessment; //Mhm// We do a lot more little mini quizzes, (.)//Mhm// a:nd then we we do re-writes and opportunities to re-do those; and so the idea is that (.) the students will take ownership of (.) their mistakes,(.) and work on fixing them because they know(.)//Mhm// they have the opportunity to re-do that, //Mhm// (.) um uh y- you know in the pa:st when you gave sort of a some sort of assessment, (.) you know they would look at it they would look at the mark on the top, if it was a bad mark they chuck in the garbage ‘cause it’s a bad mark and they don’t wanna see it again, if it’s a good mark they’d be excited //@ (.) @// and they keep it, right? But they would never (.) look at what they did wrong;(.) //Mhm// so if they got a question wrong, they would never fix it, they would just move o:n and they’d move into the next year and whatever it was they didn’t know and they still don’t kno:w and they just (.) keep moving on, (.) so there’s been a big (.) emphasis on giving students opportunities to re-do and improve (.) and get feedback, and look at feedback and u:se it in their learning, so that (.) you=know whatever it is they’ll fix the mistakes that they made; (.) um so that’s that’s been a big change for a lot of people (.)

In response to the question that makes Mrs Wilson repeat herself, she sighs briefly and replies that this has been discussed many times in the math department. Specifically, in terms of comparing summative and formative assessments. She then goes on to explain, narratively, that earlier ‘traditional unit tasks’ (line 4) were written at midterm and at the end of the school year, and in some cases ‘quizzes’ (line 6). Together, these formed the basis of assessment. She contrasts this approach, which she categorizes as ‘summative assessment’ (line 9), with the current approach, which includes many ‘mini-quizzes’ (line 10) that students can retake multiple times. This is done with the goal that students ‘take ownership of their mistakes and work in fixing them’ (lines 12–13), that is, take responsibility for their mistakes by fixing them. She explains that this is to be done based on feedback from the teacher. The possibility of redoing the tests and correcting the wrong answers with the help of feedback is, experimentally speaking, in contrast to a fixed assessment. The latter would be accompanied by a comparison of students with each other, placing them in a competitive relationship. Empirical analyses of videographic data from Mrs Wilson’s classes show that students receive continuous individual feedback on their tasks. In the case of incorrect answers, the correct way to calculate is explained; this is done in a fact-based discussion by explaining the mathematical rules and illustrating them with the problems (see Sturm, 2022).

Mrs Wilson compares her students’ processing of the new and old forms of assessment. She notes that in the past, students were happy with good grades and ‘chuck it in the garbage’ (line 17) without dealing with their mistakes. This latter action on the part of the students represents a negative horizon to which Mrs Wilson associates addressing the incorrectness and retaking the test. Her feedback is meant to be an opportunity for learning engagement. She concludes her statement by noting that this perspective is not shared by all, and the term ‘people’ (line 27) presumably refers primarily to the students.

Mrs Wilson’s remarks document an understanding of performance differences that conceptualizes them as task-specific and transient. There is also an understanding that they can be addressed in the classroom, primarily through teacher feedback to students. Performance gaps, or a discrepancy between the teacher’s expectation and the student’s actual processing, are not attributed to the students individually, but to the interaction between them and the teacher. For Mrs Wilson, identifying and ‘fixing’ an incorrect calculation is more important than finding the correct solution. Mrs Wilson’s comments document an implicit reflection of the school’s educational mission that students should learn to think critically and question content. In addition, Mrs Wilson’s comments document opportunities for students to complete tasks correctly and to understand content with instructional guidance. She does not see the students’ educational and learning opportunities as in any way limited by their abilities.

Homologies and differences of the two teachers’ understandings of performance and education and its relation to socio-institutional concepts

Comparing the teachers’ perspectives on performance and ability, it becomes clear that they are different: while Mr Voit assumes that students in different educational tracks have different abilities and therefore need different tasks, Mrs Wilson addresses discrepancies between the expected and actual processing of mathematics tasks by giving students feedback and having them redo tests. Mrs Wilson focuses on students’ individual struggles with math problems and gives them relevant feedback. Unlike Mr Voit, who differentiates the tasks between the tracks that students are assigned to, Mrs Wilson differentiates the feedback that students receive for their work on the tasks.

What both teachers’ orientations have in common is that they are tied to the concepts of (limited) ability and performance reconstructed from the socio-institutional documents, i.e. school laws and supplementary regulations. Mr Voit’s instructional orientations of performance differences are homologous to the constructions of performance as limited by ability in the Saxony-Anhalt school law. Pupils of the same educational programme are conceived as a homogeneous group, differentiated within the grading scale. They have the same starting conditions by attending the same classes. Mrs Wilson’s orientations are also homologous to the understandings of ability reconstructed from British Columbia’s school documents, as students’ ability is developed through instructional design. The instructional practices described by the teachers in the interviews can, thus, be understood as constitutive frameworks that show homologies to the legal framework.

The reconstructed results show that the teachers reflect or process mostly implicitly the social-institutional frames and the virtual identities of the students implied in them. An exception is Mr Voit’s criticism of the lack of ‘clear guidelines’, which is an explicit reflection insofar as it reflects his teaching uncertainty and additional work towards the group of students with attributed special educational needs. The differentiation of students according to educational tracks (with/without special educational needs), which Mr Voit makes, is also found in the Saxony-Anhalt school law. The teacher picks up on this in his descriptions in the sense of virtual social identities. They can be concretized as school-educational identities, whose possibilities of performance within the span of the educational track are seen as limited and, as such, are made permanent. These limitations seem to be insurmountable, either by the efforts of the students or by the school’s teaching. This understanding is also found in Mr Voit’s remarks. The generally open understanding of education articulated in British Columbia’s formal school documents is similarly documented in Mrs Wilson’s descriptions of teaching. However, in her view, her students do not consistently share these perspectives and she has to teach them. Corresponding perspectives are also evident in the lesson analyses (see Sturm, 2021).

Another difference between the cases is that Mrs Wilson’s description of the change in the mathematics department’s testing culture is characterized as one that was initiated by her department. However it is left open in the interview whether this development process was initiated or expected from the outside or implemented on the initiative of the teachers. Regardless of the initiation, Mrs Wilson’s statement documents that the content-related developments were designed by the teachers, which contrasts with Mr Voit’s expectation of having guidelines and/or textbooks in which procedures are formulated up to the processing of tasks.

The reconstruction of the formal societal-institutional documents and their relation to the teachers’ instructional performance or ability orientations shows that there are numerous homologies between the performance, ability and educational understandings of the respective societal-institutional frameworks and the reconstructed subject-related instructional practices. In other words, the homologies between the norms (i.e. the codified concepts of performance, ability and education) of the school documents and the classroom practices, as elicited in direct observation and interviews, point to overarching social conjunctive spaces of experience or social milieus that differ in obvious ways in the comparison of Saxony-Anhalt and British Columbia.

Conclusion: Context matters in the genesis of teachers’ concepts of performance

The multi-level comparison of the formal documents and the teachers’ perspectives shows that there are similarities in the conceptualization of performance and ability as well as differences related to them. The different normative specifications of the School Acts and the virtual social identities of the students implied therein, with which the teachers Mr Voit in Saxony-Anhalt and Mrs Wilson in British Columbia deal, are documented in their practices. They are an expression of different social conjunctive spaces of experience or milieus – in relation to the institutional context. The connection suggested here should be put into perspective within the framework of the project from which the data was taken through further comparisons with subject teaching practices or interviews. In addition to mathematics instruction, the practices of social studies instruction, which is also taught in both Saxony-Anhalt and British Columbia and represents a subject contrast to mathematics, will be examined. It opens up the possibility of comparison, as do the lessons of other subject teachers and other schools and, in Saxony-Anhalt, other school tracks. Such comparisons are expected to show the variance to be assumed in the processing of homologous performance and ability-related concepts.

Against the background of the results, it can be stated and recommended for reconstructive research on schooling and teaching that the legal framework and its concepts should be constantly included in the sampling and analysis of data. This makes it possible to reflect that teaching practices are not micro phenomena that exist apart from ‘school organizational, educational administrative and socio-political frameworks’ (Proske et al., 2021, p. 4). The reconstruction of virtual social identities should also be extended to subject-specific curricula. Including and reflecting the different legal frameworks of schooling, teaching and professionalized practices conceptualize these as social – and not just organizational or pedagogical – milieus that are generated in each specific setting and that significantly shape the practice.

Notes

1 Direct quotations in full verbatim are of fundamental importance to the approach of Praxeological Sociology of Knowledge, because it is authentic data, which contains meaning, e.g. repeated words and slips of the tongue, that are being interpreted. Moreover, direct quotations allow providing concrete examples that can support or question theoretical assumptions and illuminate the connection between language and social structures. Direct quotations reveal how phrases are used in different social contexts and what intertextual connections exist. This is essential for capturing the complexity of social reality and the dynamics of knowledge. For the symbols used in the transcripts, see Heritage & Clayman (2010, pp. 282–7).
2 All names are pseudonymized.
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Countering Educational Poverty by Raising Learning Outcomes of Young People

Jozef Zelinka, Nikoletta Jablonczay, Georgios K. Zarifis and Tero Järvinen

Introduction

The decline in German students’ performance in the PISA study is a cause for great concern. Good education is the most important basis for our prosperity … In math and reading, the performance of 15-year-olds is a whole school year behind where it was just four years ago. This decline in educational results is unprecedented. Performance has even fallen below the level that triggered the first PISA shock about 20 years ago. In this most recent study, German students’ performance in mathematics dropped by 25 PISA points, which will cost Germany around EUR 14 trillion in economic output by the end of the century.

(ifo Institute, 2023)

The above statement, made by Ludger Wößmann, Director of the renowned German ifo Center for the Economics of Education, calls attention to the results of the latest PISA study1 announced on 5 December 2023. Large-scale studies of this kind not only provide policymakers and the public with evidence and data, they also call attention to the quality of education. Around the world, such observations and comments appear every time the PISA results or other similar findings are announced, leading to overheated debates about the quality of education. In the comparative statistical measurements these studies generate, certain regions, districts, schools and even groups of people inevitably perform worse than others. This is often termed ‘underachievement’. A dominant, albeit not unquestioned, response to low levels of academic achievement is expression of the need to enhance the learning outcomes of those who underperform. This, we argue, is a cause for great concern. Currently, learning outcomes are theorized as measurable and objectifiable indicators, the quality of which can be enhanced and governed through targeted and scalable policy measures (Ure, 2015). In the introductory statement by Wößmann, we make three observations which support this widespread yet, in our understanding, highly reductionist claim.

First, when we look closely at the statement, behind the overt focus on learning outcomes is the economic revenue provided by education. The quote suggests there is a direct link between educational performance and economic prosperity, implying that investing in education leads to higher economic output and prosperity. This, in turn, legitimizes the policy interventions aimed at enhancing learning outcomes of low-achieving populations. The statement also implies that there exists a general agreement on what fifteen-year-olds (as much as nine-, ten- or thirteen-year-olds) should know by their age, and that it is a legitimate political concern of the state to indicate the appropriate amount of knowledge to hold and require it of them. As mentioned, across-country and within-country comparisons highlight the strongest and the weakest parts of the education system; that is, the low-performing and well-performing regions/districts/schools and so forth. This puts additional pressure on schools, teachers, parents and, above all, students to enhance their achievements if they wish to be competitive and successful. In doing so, the quality of learning outcomes is gradually individualized and dependent on individual performance and responsibility, rather than institutional and/or socio-structural conditions. Finally, the introductory quote indicates that learning performances can only go one way: up. Comparing the current results with previous periods or other countries constitutes a precedent so that, even if the overall performances steadily improve, the concern of losing pace or even returning to previous results is omnipresent. The ongoing assessment, thereby, creates educational issues of its own kind, requiring constant and more fine-grained data collection to support local/regional policymaking towards reducing educational disparities.

In contrast to these observed claims, we shall argue that using the statistical measurements of learning outcomes as the only reliable source of information to support evidence-based policymaking leads to a reductionist and instrumental vision of education. On the one hand, it primarily accounts for learning performances in formal education, bracketing out all skills and competencies obtained in non-formal or informal learning settings. Although there have been considerable adjustments to validate competencies acquired in non-formal and informal settings (CEDEFOP, 2024; Ure, 2019), they largely remain at the level of recommendations or recognized best practices, being rarely integrated and/or accounted for in international large-scale assessments (Johnson & Majewska, 2024). On the other hand, due to the very nature of comparing and rating large-scale data sets, the collection of quantitative data leads to the identification of presumably poor-performing groups of young people. These groups are, then, very likely to be targeted by policy measures, even though they might not perceive themselves as in need of assistance (Parreira do Amaral & Zelinka, 2019). Against this background, what understanding of learning and education does the statistical measurement of learning performances establish? And what are its positive and negative effects on young people? With these research questions in mind, we aim to highlight a need to redefine the current conception of learning outcomes and stimulate more context-sensitive research and policy approaches. In this chapter, we refer to an ongoing research project Constructing Learning Outcomes in Europe: A Multi-Level Analysis of (Under)Achievement in the Life Course (CLEAR)2 and proceed in three steps. First, we look at the research and policy discourses on learning outcomes and underachievement to identify the main lines of argument used to support policy approaches seeking to counter educational poverty. Second, we present the socio-economic and educational differences between young Europeans in a sample of countries to single out groups considered most at risk of underachievement and most likely to be targeted by policy measures. In our concluding statement, we describe the effects of the pervasive discourse on learning outcomes and its impact on young people and propose to reframe the conceptualization of learning outcomes as reliable sources of educational quality.

Emerging discourse on learning outcomes

In the first part of this section, we describe the research discourse on learning outcomes and underachievement and identify the underlying assumptions behind it. In the second part, we look at how the prevailing understanding of learning outcomes shapes the policy measures targeting young people with low levels of learning performances.

Research discourse on learning outcomes and underachievement

During the last couple of decades, in Europe and beyond, we have witnessed a remarkable interest in measuring and comparing learning outcomes, particularly in large-scale international studies such as PISA, Trends in International Mathematics and Science Study (TIMMS) and Programme for the International Assessment of Adult Competencies (PIAAC). The aim of each of these studies is to provide information to policymakers and other educational stakeholders about how national education systems perform compared to those in other countries. PISA has been especially influential in producing standardized comparisons of learning outcomes across countries.

Referring to the growing interest towards standardized comparisons of learning outcomes, Biesta (2009) speaks about the rise of a ‘measurement culture’ of education which has had a strong impact, not only on national and supranational educational policies but, also, on schooling practices of local schools and teachers. In a culture which emphasizes performativity of education systems and actors, Biesta argues, means become ends in themselves and discussion about the purpose of education, including the question of what constitutes a ‘good’ education, disappears from the educational agenda. The roots of this development can be traced back in history to several points.

To begin with, the behaviourist tradition, first developed in the early twentieth century in the field of psychology (Watson, 1913), departs from the assumption that a clear identification and measurement of learning is only possible by detailed definitions of externally observable behaviour (Bloom et al., 1956). Since the 1960s, the behaviourist approach has been criticized for its inability to account for longer, more complex and abstract learning processes. Despite this critique, the behaviourist approach remains prominent in the current research on learning outcomes − as Murtonen, Gruber & Lehtinen (2017) showed in a review of ninety scientific articles from the years 1999–2015 − and it has been intensively disseminated to higher education as a part of the European Bologna process.

In the mid-1980s, the US government called for examination of the effectiveness of public spending in higher education. To determine this, it looked at what graduates knew by the point of their graduation. As Maureen Tam (2014, p. 159) has highlighted, this marked the beginning of the ‘assessment movement’ through which ‘ideas about what constitutes a high-quality education have shifted from the traditional view of what teachers provide to a practical concern for what learners actually learn, achieve, and become’.

Thus, since the late twentieth century, learning outcomes are increasingly expected to become objectifiable and measurable so that, on the one hand, policymakers could see visible outcomes of their efforts (Holmes, 2013) and, on the other hand, employers could expect work-ready and competent graduates with no need for extra qualifications (Clarke, 2018). The large-scale assessment studies support this trend and generate ‘foreseeable’ futures by highlighting tendencies and paving the way for policy interventions which may otherwise not occur. Another aspect of measuring learning outcomes, however, is the construction of groups of ‘underachievers’.

Defining and measuring learning outcomes leads to standardization of educational outcomes. Standards are normative. They create and convey ideals and social norms and provide tools to compare and rank individuals, groups, institutions and systems (Rinne et al., 2020). Social norms about an adequate level of educational achievement inevitably divide individuals into achievers and underachievers. In Europe, educational underachievement has become a significant policy issue, backed up by large-scale studies such as PISA. It has raised concerns regarding both efficiency and equality of school education. But it has, also, legitimized policy interventions to prevent, or at least reduce, the educational poverty of certain groups of young people. However, when it comes to defining underachievement, this differs across disciplines.

In the field of psychology, educational underachievement is described as the difference between expected and actual achievement (when not due to a learning disability) or the discrepancy between ability and achievement (Chere & Hlalele, 2014; Mazrekaj, De Witte & Triebs, 2022). In studies based on educational psychology, various kinds of ability testing are typically used. Since there is no established methodology to test ability, different researchers have used different methodologies with differing results (Smith, 2003). This was observed, for example, in a systematic literature review which examined underachievement among gifted students (White, Graham & Blaas, 2018), as well as in a Spanish study which compared the results produced by different statistical methods of the identification of underachieving students in secondary education. Depending on the method used, the percentage of underachieving students varied from 14.55 to 30.37 per cent (Veas et al., 2016). Furthermore, studies (see Chere & Hlalele, 2014) have shown that underachievement occurs at all ability levels and that several factors, both individual-related and environmental, are suspected of affecting it. The individual difference approach holds that the roots of underachievement lie within the individual and are usually attributed to intellectual, motivational, behavioural or emotional problems of the learner, whereas environmental factors typically comprise those within the school and the family. From the perspective of family, underachievement is attributed to social relationships and interactions within a family as well as the family’s inability to support the child’s schooling and learning. Regarding school factors, the reasons for a learner’s underachievement have been seen as originating from classroom and school cultures, teacher-student relationships, teacher expectations and performance as well as from peer relationships at school (Chere & Hlalele, 2014).

In the field of educational sociology, underachievement typically refers to a relative position of a certain group which is performing worse than others. Studies show that working-class students are underachievers in relation to middle-class students, boys tend to underachieve in comparison to girls in reading and writing, and ethnic minority students tend to underachieve relative to students from the ethnic majority (McCoach & Siegle, 2011). In these examples, one can also speak of relatively low-attaining groups instead of underachieving groups (Plewis, 1991). This perspective on underachievement is more often used in the policy discussions on poor academic performances and the achievement gaps between cohorts of young people. As research shows, the achievement gap between young people from advantaged and disadvantaged backgrounds can start in childhood and persist, and even increase, over the course of school years (e.g. Bali & Alvarez, 2004; Kuhfeld, Gershoff & Paschall, 2018). Moreover, educational underachievement has long-term consequences for the whole life course. Young people who underperform in school are more likely to have lower levels of educational attainment, lower earnings and higher rates of unemployment in adulthood. Furthermore, the consequences of school dropout and educational exclusion are unequal among young people with different socio-economic backgrounds. After dropping out, young people with more advantaged social backgrounds are more likely able to establish stable employment careers than those from disadvantaged socio-economic backgrounds (Järvinen, 2020).

Policymakers have attempted to reduce these negative effects in formal education which have been identified in the research. However, despite numerous attempts, but also due to unforeseen events such as the Covid-19 pandemic, educational poverty continues to persist, especially among groups in disadvantaged and vulnerable positions (Parreira do Amaral, Kovacheva & Rambla, 2019). In the next section, therefore, we will look at the main sources informing policy discourse on learning outcomes and underachievement.

Policy discourse on learning outcomes

In Europe, underachievement among young adults aged from eighteen to twenty-nine years is less visible in social policy frameworks than it is among the fifteen-year-olds. Although European policies recognize the socio-economic consequences of educational underachievement, the present emphasis is mostly on young people aged fifteen years who exhibit a perceived subpar proficiency in reading, mathematics and science. Informed predominantly by PISA findings, national and European policy approaches tend to develop strategies aimed at countering educational poverty without acknowledging the complexity of factors affecting academic underachievement of young people. Yet there is a diversity of recent studies which also inform policymaking in Europe. We will briefly summarize them according to their overarching themes.

One key factor occurring in the research literature concerns the structural and institutional conditions affecting young people. Several studies have explored the relationship between various socio-economic characteristics, including socio-economic background, migrant status and parents’ educational level, and their impact on different learning outcomes (e.g. Cutmore et al., 2018; Van der Graaf et al., 2019; Volante et al., 2019). Based on their findings, the European policy discourse has started acknowledging that underachievement arises from a confluence of individual, familial, educational, societal and economic variables which are intricately interconnected, resulting in circumstances of compounded disadvantage (Parveva et al., 2020). More so, specific institutional aspects of education systems, such as limited availability of high-quality early childhood education and care, early tracking, segregation and grade repetition, can exacerbate existing disparities, which is particularly detrimental for individuals from disadvantaged backgrounds. Although these conditions are becoming well-recognized, young people have little influence over them. Their learning performances, however, can heavily depend on them.

The research informing policymaking also indicates that the immediate learning environment has a decisive impact on the ability of young people to achieve their learning goals. Numerous studies (e.g. Castro et al., 2015; Hill & Tyson, 2009) have demonstrated that parental involvement in education is crucial to academic success. Parental involvement boosts academic performance, reduces absenteeism and burnout, and improves social skills, school behaviour and peer relationships. Parents with higher levels of education and socio-economic status are typically more involved in their child’s schooling (Kim et al., 2023; Treviño et al., 2021), thereby providing their children with potentially more benefits (Tan, Lyu & Peng, 2020). On the contrary, socio-economically disadvantaged students may lack a positive and supportive home environment and educational resources such as study area, homework space, digital facilities or uninterrupted time. In low-income families, parents may encounter high levels of stress which can incite or exacerbate family conflicts or violence. This can have a negative impact on families’ involvement in home-based and school-based activities and parent-school cooperation (Harris & Goodall, 2008; Hedlin, 2019). In the long run, such factors in a student’s home learning environment can lower educational attainment and increase the likelihood of intergenerational poverty transfer (European Commission, 2019a).

Other studies look to the immediate ‘formal’ learning environment and suggest that academic underachievement is rooted in school practices and linked to school curriculum (Olenchak, 2001; Rimm & Lovance, 1992), the teacher-student relationship (Bennett-Rappell & Northcote, 2016), school quality and classroom climate (Hanushek, Link & Woessmann, 2013). Policymakers have recognized that school and classroom practices, teacher and staff attitudes, and teaching and learning styles can affect children and youth’s motivation and commitment to education (Parveva et al., 2020).

Finally, research guiding policymaking highlights that individual motivation and engagement are crucial to students’ academic success. For example, students in otherwise high-risk positions, such as immigrants from low-income backgrounds, perform better in math when they, personally, hold high academic expectations (Cutmore et al., 2018). Individual performance also closely correlates with gender. For instance, statistics demonstrate that, in most EU countries, males are more likely than females to discontinue their education and training early (Staring et al., 2021).

Many of the aspects and factors affecting educational underachievement in Europe are visible in the 2022 Commission’s Staff Working Document (European Commission, 2022) which is accompanied by the Proposal for a Council Recommendation on Pathways to School Success (The Council of the European Union, 2022). These policy documents comprise a new action framework which describes a systemic approach for improving success at school. Besides decreasing the proportion of individuals with low academic performance and early school leavers, the proposed Council Recommendation aims to separate educational achievement from social, economic and cultural status to meet the 2030 European Education Area targets, such as reducing the percentage of early school leavers to less than 9 per cent, or the fifteen-year-old low-achievers to less than 15 per cent (Council Resolution, 2021).

Recently, there has been a notable transition in education systems, namely from a conventional ‘content-focused’ model to a more inclusive ‘competence-based’ approach to education and training. This shift is rooted in a learner-centred perspective, emphasizing the development of individual abilities and the capacity to effectively utilize and critically evaluate acquired knowledge (Siarova, Sternadel & Mašidlauskaitė, 2017). Equally, the European Commission has developed a set of key skills and competencies considered necessary to meet current and future labour market demands (European Commission, 2019b).

From these two recent developments, we can conclude that European policies recognize the need for equal and inclusive education and, at the same time, seek to redress the existing inequalities and educational poverty by raising learning performances of young people. In this regard, the prevailing conceptualization of learning outcomes as measurable, adjustable, and scalable instruments which can prevent a range of negative social and educational issues may oversimplify the complex relations in which they are constructed and ignore the unique set of regional and national actors and factors involved in this process. We argue, in the next section, that such a reduction of complexities can, paradoxically, worsen the existing vulnerabilities that young people in Europe face.

Vulnerabilities faced by European youth

In this section, we analyse statistical data on educational attainment levels, early school leaving (ESL), and not in employment, education or training (NEET) rates from the Eurostat database to contextualize, compare and frame the current situation of young people in the eight European countries participating in the CLEAR project: Austria, Bulgaria, Finland, Germany, Greece, Italy, Portugal and Spain. Using data from Eurostat and applying an intersectional perspective, we explore how overlapping factors, such as gender, socio-economic background and space, shape education and employment outcomes. This approach challenges the reductionist reliance on quantitative measurements of learning outcomes which often obscure the deeper inequalities shaping young people’s experiences.

Analysing the levels of educational attainment3 in the years 20144 and 2021 (Figure 2.1) across the CLEAR countries highlights both stark disparities and evolving trends.
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Figure 2.1 Educational attainment by ISCED levels (2014 vs. 2021).


Source: Own calculation based on Eurostat (2023a)

In 2021, the share of young adults with lower secondary education or below varied substantially among the CLEAR countries. Greece had the lowest share at 7.1 per cent, followed by Finland (9.7 per cent) and Austria (10.6 per cent). In contrast, Spain (27.7 per cent) and Italy (23.2 per cent) faced considerably higher proportions, with Bulgaria (17.3 per cent), Portugal (16.7 per cent) and Germany (15.5 per cent) forming a middle grouping in the middle of the selected countries. The distribution of educational attainment reflects distinct national characteristics. Austria and Germany are characterized by high levels of vocational qualifications and tertiary education, supported by their robust dual education systems. Both countries also display a trend of ‘academization’ in the dual system, with post-secondary vocational education and training (VET) programmes considered short-cycle tertiary education (Deissinger, 2019). Finland’s distribution closely mirrors Austria and Germany’s, with strong vocational education (an average of 38 per cent) and consistently high tertiary attainment levels. While Italy has high levels of vocational qualifications, it stands out for its relatively high shares of lower educational attainment and one of CLEAR countries’ lowest tertiary attainment rates. Meanwhile, Greece has demonstrated remarkable progress, halving its lower educational attainment levels since 2014 while expanding vocational and tertiary qualifications. Portugal and Spain are notable for their polarization between lower and higher educational attainment (Teixeira et al., 2021). Both countries have reduced this disparity by decreasing low educational levels and expanding tertiary attainment.

A significant progression in tertiary educational attainment (ISCED 5–8) was observed in most European countries. However, distinct gender patterns emerged. In every EU country, the proportion of young women with tertiary education is higher than that of young men. Although young women are now more likely to receive a higher education level than men (Figure 2.2), there is clear field segregation. Female students dominate areas such as education, health and welfare while they are still underrepresented in Science, Technology, Engineering, and Mathematics (STEM) and Information and Communication Technology (ICT) studies (European Institute for Gender Equality, 2018; Madison et al., 2022). Additionally, women remain significantly underrepresented in research positions. The gendered division of labour and field segregation can exacerbate socio-economic disparities, especially when women are disproportionately represented in lower-paying sectors.
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Figure 2.2 Educational attainment, 25–34 years ISCED 5–8 by female-to-male ratio, 2005–2021.


Source: Own calculation based on Eurostat (2023a)

However, the extent of this gender gap varies considerably. The gap is relatively narrow in Austria and Germany, for example, possibly reflecting more balanced participation in higher education programmes (Ziemann, 2015). In contrast, Portugal exemplifies the much wider gap occurring in other countries, suggesting that traditional gender roles may influence educational choices more strongly in some contexts. In post-industrial societies, women outperform men in educational attainment, despite large cross-country variation. The differences in male-female educational attainment might be explained by their emancipatory contexts, which vary over time and across countries and which may limit or encourage women’s access to higher education (Van Hek, Kraaykamp & Wolbers, 2016).

In vocational education, the trend is reversed, with men significantly outnumbering women in most countries (De Hauw, Grow & Van Bavel, 2017). This pattern suggests that vocational training pathways may align more closely with traditionally male-dominated fields, such as manufacturing, engineering and technical trades. In some countries, the disparity is particularly stark, reinforcing that specific sectors remain largely inaccessible or unattractive to women (Bridges et al., 2022).

Young men are generally overrepresented among those with lower educational attainment, highlighting challenges they may face in completing secondary education. This trend is especially pronounced in countries where economic pressures or societal expectations may prematurely push young men into the labour market, such as Finland (Ågren, 2024). In contrast, some countries with emerging markets (e.g. Eastern Europe) show the reverse, with young women more likely to have lower educational attainment. This is suggestive of regional or cultural factors disproportionately limiting their access to or completion of formal education.

Another relevant indicator of learning outcomes is the rate of ESL. The European Commission measures early dropout from education and estimates ‘insufficient’ qualification levels within the EU population (Kuusipalo & Alastalo, 2020; Struffolino & Borgna, 2021). In 2021, Austria, Finland and Portugal recorded early school leaving below the EU average. Greece had the lowest rate of ESL, with only 2 per cent for women and 3 per cent for men (Figure 2.3).
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Figure 2.3 Early school leaving rates in 2021.


Source: Own calculation based on Eurostat (2023b)

Measures facilitating transitions within Greece’s education and training systems, alongside alternative pathways such as second-chance education and career guidance, have played a pivotal role in reducing dropout rates. A notable feature of the Greek system is that all students follow a unified curriculum until age sixteen, and second-chance education programmes align with the same curriculum, providing seamless reintegration for those who leave education early. Additionally, only a small proportion of schools (3.5 per cent of primary and 6.0 per cent of secondary schools) are classified by the Ministry of Education as difficult to access (Roussakis, 2017).

While the Europe 2020 Strategy successfully reduced ESL to below 10 per cent in many countries, and the European Education Area aims to push this target below 9 per cent, disparities continue to persist. Among the CLEAR countries, Bulgaria, Germany, Italy and Spain have relatively high shares of early leaving from education and training. The gender difference is most pronounced in Spain where men vastly outnumber women. Indeed, men still leave education and training earlier than women in most countries, with Bulgaria being the notable exception where female students drop out of school more often than their male counterparts. At first glance, this might suggest the need for tailored policy measures targeting male early school leavers. However, the reasons behind early school leaving are multi-faceted and often context-specific, as evidenced by research (Gitschthaler & Holzmayer, 2023; Santos et al., 2020). For instance, migration-related factors may influence this pattern, as some female students from migrant backgrounds face unique challenges in accessing and completing education (Bembich, 2023; Cascino, 2023). The societal and political framing of ESL as a uniformly negative phenomenon further complicates efforts to address its causes. This framing assumes a universal understanding of ‘early’ leaving, disregarding young people’s diverse socio-economic, spatial and intersectional conditions.

In our examination, we also considered the NEET rate. Individuals in the NEET category face significant risk of marginalization and exclusion from the workforce (Thompson, 2011). The rate also reveals pronounced gender disparities, often to the detriment of women, and it is linked to the CLEAR regions’ Gross Domestic Product (GDP) (Figure 2.4).


[image: A scatter plot comparing G D P P P S per Capita (percentage of E U Average) and N E E T Rate for various European countries in 2021.]
Figure 2.4 NEET rate, 15–29 years by GDP PPS (2021).


Source: Own calculation based on Eurostat (2023c) and Eurostat (2024).5

An increase in GDP generally correlates with lower NEET rates, as economic stability supports smoother transitions from education to employment (De Luca, 2020). This trend is evident in Austria and Germany, where strong socio-economic conditions and robust dual vocational systems minimize regional disparities and reduce NEET rates. Similarly, Finnish regions with high economic output consistently show low NEET rates.

However, the relationship varies across Europe. Low economic output is strongly associated with high NEET rates in many Bulgarian, Greek, Italian, Spanish, and Portuguese regions. Of course, exceptions exist: some wealthy Italian regions have high NEET rates while specific German, Portuguese and Spanish regions maintain low NEET rates despite relatively low GDP (Bruno, Marelli & Signorelli, 2014). For example, Burgenland, South-Eastern Bulgaria, Brandenburg, Galicia and mainland Portuguese regions demonstrate that local policies and social support can counteract the challenges of low economic output.

While financial crises may have levelled NEET rates in regions like North-Eastern Italy, leaving GDP largely unaffected (Caroleo et al., 2020), several countries, including Italy and Spain, shifted from below-average NEET rates in 2007 to above-average rates in 2021, highlighting persistent socio-economic inequalities. This worrying trend underscores the need to address economic growth and structural and regional disparities to advance European outcomes for young adults.

As mentioned, higher educational levels do not automatically translate into a smoother transition to the labour market (Figure 2.5). This applies especially to the Southern European regions.
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Figure 2.5 Employment rate, 20–34 years old, ISCED total, NUTS 2 regions (2007–2021).


Source: Own calculation based on Eurostat (2023d)

Nor is the converse necessarily right: low educational qualifications do not always mean a lack of access to the labour market, as opportunities often depend on regional development trajectories (Iammarino, Rodriguez-Pose & Storper, 2019; Rodríguez-Pose & Ketterer, 2019). Thus, when tracking employment rates for young adults, it can be seen that several Southern regions, despite having comparatively high NEET rates, offer relatively good employment opportunities for individuals with low levels of education (Kapitsinis et al., 2022). This compares with Austria, Germany and some parts of Spain, where the employment prospects for those with low educational qualifications are also relatively high but there is a low risk of young adults becoming NEET in the first place. Furthermore, there is a correlation between the NEET rates and the employment share of highly educated young adults. When the NEET rates are lower, the employment prospects for young people with high educational attainment rise (Caroleo et al., 2020; van Vugt, Levels & van der Velden, 2024).

In this section, we have critically examined the limitations of statistical measurements by relating to and contextualizing the data with broader socio-economic and spatial factors. While confirming existing gendered trends, we also explored how other intersectional dimensions − such as socio-economic background and spatial disparities − shape learning outcomes and exacerbate vulnerabilities, particularly in transitioning from education to the labour market. This approach highlights the multi-faceted nature of both educational experiences and their impact on young people’s futures. In the final part of the chapter, we summarize the discussion and offer some concluding remarks.

Concluding remarks: Why reframe learning outcomes?

We have based this chapter on the argument that quantitative measurement of educational outcomes contributes to standardized expectations about and definitions of the quality of education. Large-scale studies like PISA notably and heavily underscore this tendency and translate the quantitative results of very specific, limited testing into evidence-based policy decisions. We have shown how research on learning outcomes and educational underachievement supports European policymaking. New policy measures are developed which are designed to counter educational poverty by raising expectations of statistically observable learning outcomes; particularly the learning outcomes of groups in vulnerable positions. Lastly, using statistical data, we have demonstrated the complexity of issues in cross-country educational comparisons and the necessity to cross-check and revise the statistical measurements using contextual information.

In this last section, we go beyond the status quo and seek to devise some entry points for reframing the prevailing concept of learning outcomes and approach education more context-sensitively and holistically.

First of all, the current, strong emphasis on learning outcomes (Harris & Clayton, 2019) has both positive and negative effects on the quality of education. The positive effect is that it points to the significance of learning and education for the future of societies and individuals. It can further help to detect the weak spots in education systems, especially through nationwide comparisons, and offer starting points for the discussion on how to improve the quality of learning and teaching (Caspersen, Smeby, & Aamodt, 2017; Ure, 2019). The concept of measurable learning outcomes in the European policy discourse is not new, but displays the European educational landscape more profoundly and with multi-functional application than previous concepts (such as qualifications, certifications, educational standards and quality assurance), although it has not totally replaced them (Stanley, 2015). On the other hand, however, it bears certain risks and introduces biases into the discourse on the quality of education which warrant further deliberation by researchers and policymakers alike.

One risk is complex relations and factors involved in the learning process being reduced to standardized tests in formal educational settings which neglects other forms of learning, despite attempts to emphasize the importance of non-formal and informal learning. This neglect is not the only effect: it also establishes a norm against which other performances are measured and compared, such as economic indicators or policy targets. Education has turned into ‘performance’, an act of constant competition and comparison. However, there is no ultimate gold standard, no end point of performance towards which we should direct our efforts, be they individual or collective. Nor is there any guarantee that the current performance standards will, in any way, help to prepare today’s students for future challenges and uncertainties, as these anticipatory governance practices may suggest (Kallo & Välimaa, 2025). What the students learn is how to deal with standardized ways of evaluation rather than with complex societal issues. It is the complexity and unpredictability of social life which ought to be shifted to the centre of educational aspirations.

Another risk of relying on the quantifiable learning outcomes is the unavoidable stratification of learners and its accompanying categorizations which individualize and divide a school class into well-performing students and those below the average or minimum required standards. Such external descriptors may stimulate competition but they also add another layer of inequality to those which result from the disproportional distribution of social, economic and cultural capital. Instead of perceiving learners as objects of educational interventions, it is far more productive to envision them as subjects of their own lives (Biesta, 2020).

One last bias to mention is the misleading belief that enhancing learning outcomes will automatically reduce the levels of educational poverty. This belief is biased inasmuch as it accounts only to an instrumental understanding of learning and education. If education is to be seen only as an acquisition of ready-made skills and competencies, it loses its creative and transformative power so desperately needed particularly in times of uncertainty and crisis. This became highly visible during the Covid-19 pandemic which showcased the necessity to rethink educational approaches and their usefulness for critically assessing disruptive changes.

Against this background, we make a case for a profound reframing of learning outcomes − one which considers the breadth of real-life experiences (e.g. forced migration, informally acquired skills, communal involvement, spatiality and intersectionality) − if we are to outline educational achievement more comprehensively. This applies to non-formal and informal learning as much as to the spatial and intersectional factors involved in the formal learning process. Perhaps, to close the chapter but open our vision, learning outcomes ought not to be targeted and standardized but, rather, seen as an incomplete and unconstrained product of much wider educational aspirations.

Notes

1 Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA) is an international large-scale study first launched in 1997 by the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD). It has a three-year cycle and tests young people (fifteen-year-olds) on their competencies in reading, mathematics and science.
2 The research project Constructing Learning Outcomes in Europe: A Multi-Level Analysis of (Under)Achievement in the Life Course (CLEAR) is exploring the factors that affect the quality of learning outcomes across European regions. It is conducted between 2022 and 2025 in eight EU countries, including Austria, Bulgaria, Finland, Germany, Greece, Italy, Portugal and Spain. For more information, please visit: https://clear-horizon.eu/. The project has received funding from the European Union’s Horizon Europe research and innovation funding programme under Grant Agreement No. 101061155.
3 The education attainment levels are structured according to the International Standard Classification of Education (ISCED), starting with level 0 (Early Childhood Education) and reaching level 8 (Doctoral Education). In our comparison, the selected countries are compared according to primary (ISCED 0–2), secondary (ISCED 3–4) and tertiary (ISCED 5–8) education levels.
4 Limited data availability due to missing cases before 2014.
5 The figure can be read as follows: In the bottom-left corner, there are regions with low GDP PPS (Purchasing Power Standards) per capita and low NEET rate. The upper-left section depicts regions with low GDP PPS per capita but higher NEET rates. On the other hand, the bottom-right corner represents regions with high GDP PPS per capita and low NEET rates. Finally, the upper-right section describes regions that have high NEET rates despite having high GDP PPS per capita.
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Introduction

Addressing poor learning outcomes and accompanying underachievement became a policy priority on the European Union (EU) agenda in the 2000s. This followed the launch of the Lisbon Strategy1 and occurred alongside the publication of the results of international large-scale assessment studies. Indeed, within academic and policy debates on learning outcomes and educational achievement, it has been noted that the shift from educational input to educational outcomes has been coupled with a proliferation of survey instruments designed to make such international assessments.

This chapter sets out to explore learning outcomes by providing a quantitative and comparative assessment of educational (under)achievement of young people in Europe. We consider data from the OECD Programme for the International Assessment of Adult Competencies (PIAAC) and the EU Labour Force Survey (EU-LFS). Although these surveys have a different focus and design, they can provide complementary information to shed light on underachievement in Europe. PIAAC is a cross-sectional, international, large-scale assessment survey aimed at assessing and comparing adult competencies in literacy and numeracy skills as well as problem-solving competence in technology-rich environments. It provides detailed information on the relationship between achievement and a range of sociodemographic characteristics. The EU-LFS is a cross-sectional, longitudinal household sample survey providing quarterly data on labour participation in European countries. In contrast to PIAAC, it allows one to systematically consider differences among sub-national territories, like regions or cities.

Accordingly, we seek to explore poor learning outcomes and the consequent underachievement by looking at competence distribution and spatial variation. We pose the following questions: How do young people’s learning outcomes and, thus, underachievement differ in terms of competencies? How does underachievement vary across countries and territories, and how is it shaped over time?

We focus on the eight countries participating in the CLEAR research project,2 that is Austria, Germany, Portugal, Spain, Italy, Greece, Bulgaria and Finland. In some cases, the availability of data requires the exclusion of Bulgaria and Portugal from the analysis. Our analysis uses early leavers from education and training (ELET) as a proxy of poor learning outcomes and underachievement. This choice is motivated by the central role played by the ELET indicator within the monitoring system of the EU Commission to quantify early dropout from education, insufficient qualification level and underachievement of the EU population (Kuusipalo & Alastalo, 2020; Struffolino & Borgna, 2021).

The chapter is structured as follows. The first section reviews the conceptualization and operationalization of learning outcomes and underachievement in the EU policy debate, looking at different directions in defining learning outcomes. The second section discusses the territorial dimension of learning outcomes through a spatial justice and regional opportunity structures approach. In the third section, PIAAC and EU-LFS are briefly presented as complementary data sources on learning outcomes. The fourth section provides a descriptive account of learning outcomes focusing on early school leaving as an indicator of underachievement. The final section reflects on intersectional and territorial traits of underachievement.

Learning outcomes: Definitions and operationalization

In the official EU discourse, learning outcomes are defined as ‘statements of what a learner knows, understands and is able to do on completion of a learning process’ (European Commission, 2017a; Annex 1) or as a ‘set of knowledge, skills and/or competences an individual has acquired and/or is able to demonstrate after completion of the learning process, either formal, non-formal or informal’ (CEDEFOP, 2016, p. 30). Learning outcomes are competence-based approaches with conceptual roots in influential taxonomies of educational objectives and in behaviourist and constructivist learning theories (see Chapter 4 in this volume). While earlier approaches were pedagogically driven, the prominent shift to learning outcomes in the last twenty years has been systematically enforced by policy to bring major changes in the way we understand, design, deliver, assess and govern education (Souto-Otero, 2012). Learning outcomes were introduced in the European educational discourse to replace input categories with output categories and make qualifications more transparent and comparable through the European Qualifications Framework (EQF) (Ure, 2022). Both the implementation and assessment of learning outcomes have been criticized from many sides as neoliberal commodification of education, enhancement of teaching to the test and as features of an approach that neglects the complexity of education and training systems (Bohlinger, 2012; Lassnigg, 2012; Murtonen, Gruber & Lehtinen, 2017).

Research on learning outcomes is rich yet disparate and covers conceptual, implementation and governance issues. The availability of international assessments and the growing impact of transnational organizations have fundamentally changed the perspectives, discussions and decision-making processes of governments and education stakeholders regarding education systems (Addey et al., 2017; Grek, 2024). School research focuses on learning outcomes of educational processes and uses international large-scale assessments like the OECD’s Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA), the IEA’s Trends in International Mathematics and Science Study (TIMSS) as well as national assessments of students’ achievement (e.g. Blossfeld et al., 2017; Nilsen, Kaarstein & Lehre, 2022; Nilsen & Teig, 2022; OECD, 2019a, 2019b). However, the assessments have also faced criticism, particularly from the comparative education community, with much of the scrutiny centred on the political manipulation and interpretation of the data (Grek, 2015).

Skills acquisition, returns on investment and school-to-work transitions are the main foci of research on outcomes of vocational education and training (VET) (Achtenhagen & Winther, 2014; Blossfeld et al., 2015; 2016; Hanushek et al., 2017). Research on learning outcomes of further education gained significance only in recent years when studies highlighted monetary (e.g. income effects, labour market mobility) and non-monetary outcomes of adult and further education. The latter referred to so-called wider benefits, such as the promotion of civic engagement and political participation or a healthier lifestyle and wellbeing (Cegolon, 2017; Field, 2009; Fujiwara, 2012; Schrader et al., 2020; Schuller, 2017).

Tackling poor learning outcomes and underachievement at national and regional levels became an imperative for the EU after the launch of the Lisbon Strategy in 2000, along with the assertion of ‘the evidence agenda’ (OECD, 2007) and the publication of the results of international large-scale assessment studies for students (PISA, TIMMS) and adults (PIAAC). These studies revealed substantial differences in learning outcomes and skills acquisition, not only across but also within countries (OECD, 2013a; 2013b; 2016; 2019a; 2019b). For example, according to PIAAC results, a significant proportion of adults exhibit poor reading skills. As many as 18.8 per cent of adults across the whole sample scored at level one or below in literacy in the first round, and 18.9 per cent in the second round in which different countries participated. Even more demonstrated poor numeracy and digital skills. Significant country-to-country, as well as within-country, differences were reported in the ‘low achievers’ group (Scandurra & Calero, 2020). The comparison of average scores in reading proficiency across participating countries shows an OECD average of 273 points on a scale from 0 to 500, and differences of forty-six points between the countries with the lowest and highest mean reading proficiency levels. Scandurra & Alberio (2021), using the Shapley decomposition method, found that almost a third of the variance in literacy and numeracy skills can be attributed to educational attainment and almost another third to parental education. They used within-country differences to provide a classification of factors affecting adults’ skills distribution and found stark differences among countries. This empirical pattern raises the question of why particular groups score worse in some countries and regions than in others.

A spatial justice perspective on learning outcomes and achievement

From a spatial justice perspective (Soja, 2010), we conceptualize learning outcomes as shaped by territorial opportunity structures which condition individual decisions and actions. Territorial contexts may present different configurations of resources and opportunities, therefore impacting learning outcomes and their possible uses by young people. Previous research (e.g. Hanushek et al., 2017; Pastore, 2015; Rambla & Scandurra, 2021; Scandurra, Cefalo & Kazepov, 2021a) has shown that the learning outcomes of young adults, such as educational attainment, skills acquisition, education-to-work transitions and employment, are affected by education and training provision; labour market structures; demography; and socio-economic and institutional conditions at national and regional levels. This has strong implications from a spatial justice perspective. It brings to the fore the idea that socio-spatial relations can have both negative and positive effects on individuals and groups, seen as outcomes of the social and institutional processes such as unfair distribution of opportunities and access to rights and public goods (Soja, 2010; Zelinka & Parreira do Amaral, 2025).

Spatial justice has been the focus of two main strands of literature which have explicitly included the territorial dimension in their analysis. The first takes a procedural approach, considering how policy and decision-making processes represent, design and manage measures – and their outcomes – in different locales. This has the aim of disentangling spatially differentiated outcomes of (multi-level) arrangements and decisions. This body of literature posits that long-term rescaling processes affected policy and service provision in Western welfare states which led to the redistribution of competencies in policy design and implementation among supra-national, national and sub-national jurisdictions. This also entailed the increasing participation of semi-public and private actors within multi-level governance structures (Ioannidou, 2010; Kazepov & Cefalo, 2022).

The second approach takes a distributive viewpoint and considers how goods and opportunities are allocated, made accessible and available in different spaces, with the aim to achieve a fair redistribution of educational, health and labour market opportunities. Along this line, economic geographers emphasized the remarkable extent of cross-regional differences in Europe, pertaining to several dimensions that include economic and demographic conditions, labour force participation, and skills and returns to education (Iammarino, Rodriguez-Pose & Storper, 2019). Territorial factors are seen as key elements of endogenous development, leading to the consideration of regions and localities as production systems rather than just locations of production (Keating, 2021; see also Chapter 10 in this volume).

Notwithstanding its relevance for social justice, the territorial dimension has not been a prominent focus in comparative research on education, skills, vocational education and training, school-to-work transition and learning outcomes. Most scholars address country differences, assessing outcomes through a highly diverse set of country-level indicators and examining institutional design variation in shaping education, skills and employment (Pastore, 2015; Saar, Ure & Desjardins, 2013). This strand of research tends to assume nation states as homogeneous objects of comparison (Ciccia & Javornik, 2019; Scandurra, Cefalo & Kazepov, 2021a), which has led to an underestimation of the impact of territorial variations among sub-national territories and jurisdictions on the processes and outcomes of transitions.

As far as young people are concerned, researchers stress the regional differences in various indicators of youth labour market integration, not only between but also within countries, with the aim to explore and identify drivers of the variations at sub-national levels (Cefalo, Scandurra & Kazepov, 2020; Scandurra, Cefalo & Kazepov, 2021b). This recent research strand adds to studies on skills ecosystems and skills equilibria which look at the way skills arrangements are enacted at the local level, where territorial factors mediate the effects of the institutional setting (Capsada-Munsech & Valiente, 2020; Dalziel, 2015). Hodgson and Spours (2013) advocate for research to develop in a context-sensitive and multi-level direction. They state that national policy factors are mediated by a range of agencies, providers and social actors which constitutes a configuration with powerful effects on the opportunities of action for youth on the local level. This body of research demonstrates that multi-level institutions and socio-economic conditions in sub-national territories affect a range of learning outcomes. Scandurra, Cefalo and Kazepov (2021a) point out that the territorial dimension of youth labour market integration lies at the intersection of multi-level governance structures and territorial factors. This produces differentiated outcomes affected by regional opportunity structures, or opportunity ecosystems (Cefalo & Scandurra, 2023; Fusaro & Scandurra, 2023; Hodgson & Spours, 2013), that are still vastly unexplored by systematic comparative and longitudinal studies.

Complementary data sources on learning outcomes and achievement

This chapter aims to delve into a deeper analysis of (poor) learning outcomes and educational (under)achievement in Europe. To examine the variation of learning outcomes in European regions, we use data from OECD’s PIAAC and the EU Labour Force Survey. Both surveys provide a complementary account of learning outcomes and achievement.

PIAAC focuses specifically on adult competencies, combining household survey with a direct competence assessment design. It provides rich and detailed cross-sectional information and is administered every ten years; the second cycle has been taking place between 2019 and 2024 with over thirty countries participating. PIAAC produces a range of competence-based proxies which, however, do not provide any sub-national information. The EU-LFS and the territorial aggregates provided by Eurostat provide a wide array of information related to educational qualifications, employment status and socio-economic conditions at both national and sub-national levels (Scandurra, Hermansson & Cefalo, 2020). By using these sources, we can provide a descriptive account of underachievement based on early leavers from education and training. To undertake a systematic comparison over space, we follow a broad conceptualization of learning outcomes that is mostly used by research on school-to-work transitions (see above on definitions and operationalization of learning outcomes). Accordingly, we investigate learning outcomes and achievement, focusing on the following research questions:

• How do young people’s learning outcomes differ in terms of competencies and social background?

• How does underachievement vary across countries and territories?

• How does underachievement vary over time?

In our explorative analysis, we restrict our view to the ELET as a proxy for underachievement (Kuusipalo & Alastalo, 2020; Struffolino & Borgna, 2021). In the definition used by Eurostat, the indicator on ELET denotes the percentage of the population aged from eighteen to twenty-four years having attained, at most, lower secondary education and who are not involved in further education or training (ISCED 2011, level 0, 1 or 2). ELET has become a notorious target group in policymaking. The European Pillar of Social Rights notably states that ‘everyone has the right to quality and inclusive education, training and lifelong learning in order to maintain and acquire skills that enable them to participate fully in society and manage successfully transitions in the labour market’ (European Commission, 2017b, p. 6). Accordingly, through policies implemented at the European, national and sub-national geographical scales, the European Council has issued official recommendations to reduce early school leaving, guarantee employment and education opportunities to school leavers, strengthen adult education and develop lifelong learning (Rambla & Scandurra, 2021). This renders the ELET indicator highly useful when exploring disparities in underachievement among EU countries and territories.

In PIAAC, early school leavers are defined as the share of young adults aged between sixteen and twenty-four who have not completed ISCED 3C (short cycle upper secondary of two years or less) and are not currently enrolled in formal education and training. This proxy is directly derived and available in the international database provided by the OECD. It could be possible to derive a proxy that would meet the age bracket of the EU-LFS (from eighteen to twenty-four), although some countries (e.g. Austria and Germany) do not release information on age as a continuous variable but as five-year age bracket. This is why we opted for early school leavers as aged from sixteen to twenty-four years, consistent with PIAAC data.

In what follows, we provide a descriptive account of learning outcomes in terms of underachievement using PIAAC and regional data of the EU-LFS on ELET (aged from sixteen to twenty-four in PIAAC and from eighteen to twenty-four in EU-LFS) in CLEAR countries and NUTS 2 regions.3 It should be noted that a limitation of PIAAC data regards the sample of countries considered. Among the CLEAR countries, Italy, Spain, Portugal, Germany, Austria and Finland have been included in the wave in 2012; data for Greece have been collected in 2015; and Bulgaria is not included in the PIAAC sample. Conversely, Eurostat data cover all CLEAR countries and NUTS 2 regions within CLEAR countries over time, allowing a territorial and longitudinal perspective. However, the Eurostat indicator is based on qualifications, or lack thereof, and no direct measurement of competencies is provided.

The competencies and characteristics of ELET in PIAAC

Figure 3.1 shows the share of early leavers from education and training aged from sixteen to twenty-four years in PIAAC 2012. EU PIAAC countries have a share of ELET of 9.6 per cent which is relatively close to EU27 average registered by the EU-LFS of 12.6 per cent in 2012. The figure, however, shows high variation among the EU countries selected, with Italy and Spain registering the highest stock of ELET of 23.1 per cent and 17.6 per cent, respectively. Both countries suffered the downturn of the EU debt crisis and the hardest consequences of the economic recession in 2012 which could have had repercussions on education attainment and learning outcomes. As a contrast, Greece registered a low share of ELET (8.6 per cent), although its record should be read in context. Greece participated in the second round of PIAAC, and the fieldwork and data collection were carried out in 2015, that is, three years later than the other countries represented. Looking at the other CLEAR countries in Figure 3.1, we notice that only Finland displays below-average share of ELET (5.6 per cent).
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Figure 3.1 Share of ELET 16–24 by country, PIAAC 2012.


Source: PIAAC, 2012, Own elaboration.

Notes: The countries of the CLEAR project are differentiated by colour; Data for Greece were collected in 2015.

PIAAC data are particularly useful in providing in-depth information of individual characteristics associated with early school leaving and of intersectional composition of multiple disadvantages. Figure 3.2 provides a demographic account of ELET across age groups. In Italy, 76 per cent of ELET are aged from twenty to twenty-four years. This represents more than 11 per cent of ELET in the same age group in the PIAAC European countries. In Finland, Austria, Germany and Spain, the share of ELET aged between twenty and twenty-four is considerably lower, varying between 56.0 and 63.8 per cent.
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Figure 3.2 Share of ELET 16–24 by age groups by country, PIAAC 2012.


Source: PIAAC, 2012, Own elaboration

Table 3.1 summarizes some further key individual characteristics of ELET versus non-ELET respondents among PIAAC European countries. As many as 15.8 per cent of ELET are foreign-born compared to 7.1 per cent of non-ELET. Early school leavers also more frequently have a parental background marked by lower education, with only 9.6 per cent having at least one parent with higher education attainment. Male ELET are more prevalent than female, being almost 60 per cent compared to 40 per cent of women. Not surprisingly, education attainment for ELET is on average up to 8.1 years, which is almost three years lower than people who did not drop out of school and, therefore, stayed longer within the education and training system. On average, the disadvantage in ELET scores in literacy and numeracy is measured as more than a half standard deviation in PIAAC (between forty-three in numeracy and thirty in literacy) from people who did not drop out early from education. Moreover, ELET are less likely to be involved in non-formal education and training (respectively 24 per cent against 43 per cent) and have on average 0.8 years more work experience, often in low-qualified and precarious jobs. This broad overview depicts a multi-faceted portrait of ELET individuals. It highlights some degree of disadvantage in terms of parental background which translates into a remarkable difference of education attainment and out-of-school outcomes, in terms of both adult competencies and working prospects.


Table 3.1 ELET characteristics, PIAAC 2012.


[image: A table displaying various educational and demographic statistics, including foreign-born percentage, literacy and numeracy scores, educational attainment, and work experience.]

Source: PIAAC, 2012, Own elaboration.

Note: *Within PIAAC, literacy is understood as ‘understanding, evaluating, using and engaging with written texts to participate in society, to achieve one’s goals, and to develop one’s knowledge and potential’ (OECD, 2013b, p. 20). The OECD definition does not include writing itself but focusses on comprehension through reading, i.e. reading competence. †PIAAC defines numeracy as ‘the ability to access, use, interpret and communicate mathematical information and ideas, in order to engage in and manage the mathematical demands of a range of situations in adult life’ (OECD, 2013b, p. 34) (both definitions from PIAAC Framework 2012).



Figure 3.3 delves deeper into the issue of (poor) competencies of the ELET group. It illustrates the literacy scores categorized by ELET versus non-ELET status utilizing a violin plot. This method combines the benefits of a standard boxplot with a comprehensive representation of the overall distribution using Tukey’s robust key statistics. In this plot, the white dot corresponds to the median, while the box encapsulates the interquartile range (IQR). The starting and ending points of the violin plot represent the minimum and maximum values observed in the distribution.


[image: A violin plot comparing two categories, Yes and No, on a scale from 0 to 500. Each category shows distribution, median, and interquartile range.]
 Figure 3.3 Literacy scores in PIAAC by ELET.


Source: PIAAC, 2012, Own elaboration.

A notable distinction emerges between the non-ELET group, which exhibits a relatively symmetrical, bell-shaped distribution, and the ELET group characterized by a longer and narrower tail on the left side of the distribution. This elongated tail suggests a greater inequality in literacy scores among individuals falling below the median. This pattern is further supported by the larger IQR observed for the ELET group in comparison to the rest. The pattern portrayed by Figure 3.3 suggests that ELET usually have a lower level of competencies than individuals with higher educational attainment. Also, the ELET group seems to be less homogeneous with strong internal differences in competencies that could signal the presence of highly disadvantaged individual conditions.

Figure 3.4 presents the literacy distribution of ELET among respondents from countries involved in CLEAR and participating in PIAAC. Finland and Germany exhibit higher literacy scores, where more than half of ELET score higher than 250 literacy PIAAC points. This represents a stark difference to Mediterranean countries such as Greece, Italy and Spain. The literacy distribution of ELET in Italy and Germany is more concentrated. The violin plot also reveals longer tails, indicating greater variation in literacy scores. This is particularly the case with Spain which displays a distinct tail at the lower end, suggesting a notable disparity in literacy levels. This is also coupled with bigger IQR for Spain and Finland.


[image: A violin plot comparing literacy scores across six European countries: Austria, Finland, Germany, Greece, Italy, and Spain.]
 Figure 3.4 ELET’s literacy scores by countries.


Source: PIAAC, 2012, Own elaboration.

Regional variation of ELET in Europe

The main limitation of PIAAC data is the lack of longitudinal and territorial information they incorporate. Conversely, Eurostat data on ELET allow analysts to investigate changes in underachievement over time and within countries. Moreover, it is possible to include comparable values for Portugal and Bulgaria which did not participate in PIAAC.

In general, in recent decades, educational expansion and the policies against ELET have been constants at the European level. The EU set a target to reduce the share of ELET (aged from eighteen to twenty-four years) to below 9 per cent by 2030. In 2022, the prevalence of ELET was 9.6 per cent within the EU (3 per cent lower than a decade before) with stark cross-national and sub-national variation.

This trajectory can be seen in Table 3.2 which reports the yearly changes in ELET between 2005 and 2022, with 2005 as the reference year. This is a result of a regression of regional ELET share on a vector of year dummies. In the second column, a vector of country dummies is also included. The results illustrate a declining trend in ELET across the overall period. However, the decline becomes stronger and more diffused from 2012. From this year on, the coefficients are negative and statistically significant. In 2012, both specifications show a difference −1.9 percentage points (pp) with respect to 2005. The declining trend reaches its peak in 2020 (−6.1 pp with respect to 2005), while in 2022 the difference is −5.8 pp. This result corresponds with the analysis of Rambla and Scandurra (2021) which found a similar declining trend across the EU between 2003 and 2015 for regional ELET and NEET (not in education, employment or training) rates. Overall, these findings point towards a general decline in shares of ELET across EU territories and show that underachievement, proxied by dropping out of education before attaining upper secondary education, has been consistently shrinking in European regions in the last fifteen years. Further analysis seeking to unpack the main factors behind such decline, considering the role played by national and EU policies as well as specific regional patterns related to local economic production, social inequalities and participation in education, could yield interesting insights.


Table 3.2 Year differences in ELET.




	Variables


	(1)


	(2)







	Year


	

	




	2006


	−0.334


	−0.334





	

	(0.220)


	(0.221)





	2007


	0.217


	0.217





	

	(0.668)


	(0.670)





	2008


	−0.189


	−0.189





	

	(0.743)


	(0.745)





	2009


	−0.805


	−0.805





	

	(0.766)


	(0.768)





	2010


	−0.667


	−0.667





	

	(0.877)


	(0.879)





	2011


	−1.373


	−1.376





	

	(0.910)


	(0.905)





	2012


	−1.905**


	−1.907**





	

	(0.854)


	(0.848)





	2013


	−2.588***


	−2.590***





	

	(0.850)


	(0.843)





	2014


	−3.027***


	−3.029***





	

	(1.071)


	(1.064)





	2015


	−3.075**


	−3.078**





	

	(1.152)


	(1.146)





	2016


	−3.520***


	−3.522***





	

	(1.167)


	(1.159)





	2017


	−3.843***


	−3.845***





	

	(1.228)


	(1.220)





	2018


	−4.016***


	−4.019***





	

	(1.265)


	(1.258)





	2019


	−4.143***


	−4.145***





	

	(1.305)


	(1.298)





	2020


	−6.105***


	−6.070***





	

	(1.501)


	(1.624)





	2021


	−5.642***


	−5.607***





	

	(1.538)


	(1.703)





	2022


	−5.862***


	−5.827***





	

	(1.434)


	(1.596)





	Constant


	13.47***


	8.298***





	

	(1.766)


	(0.873)





	

	

	




	Observations


	4.935


	4.935





	R-squared


	0.068


	0.493





	Country dummies


	NO


	YES





	Year dummies


	YES


	YES





	R-squared adj.


	0.0651


	0.488







Source: Eurostat LFS online database, own elaboration.

Note: Robust standard errors in parentheses ***p<0.01, **p<0.05, *p<0.1.



Figure 3.5 reports the regional distribution of ELET by country for 2007 and 2022 (the most recent data available), thus adding a territorial perspective to our descriptive exploration. The figure presents the evolution of regional share in ELET across the last sixteen years. It shows both an important decrease in ELET shares and a general shrinking of regional variation. The decrease over time is very distinct in some countries, such as Portugal, Spain or even Greece (notwithstanding the missing values for some regions), which started with high shares of ELET. In Portugal, most regions went from ELET shares of more than 30 per cent in 2007 to shares of 5–6 per cent; for instance, in the Metropolitan Area of Lisbon, the share of ELET dropped from 31.7 per cent to 4.8 per cent. However, some areas appear to be left behind, such as the Autonomous Regions of Azores which went from 49.5 per cent to a still very high share of 26.5 per cent of ELET in 2022. In Spain, regional trajectories have been different but within a common trend of significant shrinking of ELET shares. In Cataluña, the share on ELET dropped from 31.2 per cent in 2007 to 16.9 per cent in 2022; in Madrid from 25.8 per cent to 13.2 per cent; in Andalucia, from 37.1 per cent to 15.3 per cent. Regional differences for Greece have been quite persistent. For instance, Attiki’s share of ELET dropped from 10.3 per cent to 3.9 per cent, in strong contrast to regions like Sterea Ellada which went from 25.3 per cent to 16.9 per cent.


[image: A violin plot showing E L E T share across different European countries in 2007 and 2022.]
Figure 3.5 ELET shares in 2007 and 2022 at NUTS 2 level, by countries.*



Source: Eurostat LFS online database, Own elaboration.

Note: *The regional data estimated for Greece are affected by the small sample size which impinges on their reliability.

Although regional differences remain significant elsewhere, they are diminishing, especially in Spain and Italy. In Italy, southern regions still present higher shares of ELET in 2022 (for instance, Campania 16.1 per cent and Sicily 18.8 per cent) compared to the northern and central areas (for instance, Friuli Venezia Giulia 7.7 per cent, Lazio 7.3 per cent and Marche 5.8 per cent). In some cases, such as Germany, Finland or even Austria, low regional ELET prevalence is coupled with diminishing country variation, especially in the low part of the distribution. In 2022, all Finnish regions had a share of ELET between 8 and 9 per cent. In Austria, the worst preforming region in 2022 was Vienna with an ELET share of 12.2 per cent, while the ELET share was 6.5 per cent in Lower Austria. In Germany, the improvement in ELET shares has been less pronounced, with most regions presenting ELET shares between 10 and 15 per cent which is similar to 2007. For instance, in Berlin, the share on ELET shrank slightly from 15.3 per cent in 2007 to 12.6 per cent in 2022 and, in Münster, from 12.7 per cent to 10.8 per cent. Bulgaria, which was not included in previous figures and tables from PIAAC, shows some specific patterns. The share of ELET in 2007 was higher than in Austria, Germany and Finland, but lower than in Italy, Greece and Spain, and dropped further in 2022. In Bulgarian regions like Severen Tsentralen and Yugozapaden, the ELET share is at 7 per cent in 2022, whereas Yugoiztochen shows limited improvements from 2007 with an ELET share of 18.9 per cent. Interestingly, while most Bulgarian regions had a relatively high share of ELET in 2007 (more than 15 per cent), the region of the capital Sofia (Yugozapaden) had a very low rate of ELET then (6.3 per cent).

Conclusion

This chapter set out to explore regional variations of (poor) learning outcomes and consequent educational (under)achievement, drawing on data on early leavers from education and training from PIAAC and EU-LFS surveys. These two surveys provide complementary insights into underachievement: on the one hand, focusing on individual competencies and social background characteristics (PIAAC) and, on the other hand, on the aggregate territorial distribution and temporal development of early school leavers at the regional level (EU-LFS).

The data show that underachievement is characterized by both an intersectional and spatial dimension. The intersectional dimension is best illustrated by PIAAC data, as they focus on competencies and provide rich information on the social background of the individual. The ELET group shows a low degree of competencies that can be associated with low-educated parental background, history of migration, limited schooling and training and a lessening of employment prospects, thus depicting a cumulative intersectionality of disadvantages. The main shortcoming of PIAAC data relates to the limited composition of the sample (excluding Bulgaria and Portugal) and lack of repeated observations over time. Moreover, PIAAC data cannot be aggregated to infer information on sub-national territories as the survey is designed to be representative at the national level. Beyond individual and family characteristics, early leaving from education and training shows differentiated patterns across time and space that are best illustrated by EU-LFS data. ELET shares have been shrinking in the last decades, showing that important progress has been made within Europe in the last decade. EU-LFS data demonstrate an overall trend of decreasing underachievement among youth, especially after 2012. Unsurprisingly, this trend is not caught by PIAAC data (mostly collected in 2012). However, the declining trend in underachievement develops at various paces among the EU countries and regions. The eight CLEAR countries show varying levels of spatial disparities in underachievement with stronger internal variation especially in Bulgaria. Conversely, spatial disparities in underachievement have been shrinking in Spain and Italy, although remaining significant. Looking at regional variations allows analysts to identify areas where underachievement is a more urgent issue, as early leaving from education and training involves a larger share of youth with potential negative effects on future working careers and life trajectories.

Further research should seek to explore whether high rates of underachievement in a territory are associated with specific socio-economic contextual conditions that affect life chances. This could be, for instance, living in a rural area with limited infrastructure and a scarcely innovative productive sector. Or it could be an area with low gross domestic product and high risk of poverty and social exclusion. Regarding data limitations, it should also be noted that EU-LFS data focus on qualifications (or lack thereof) and educational attainment, which is only a partial proxy for competencies. In fact, the PIAAC data reported here show that ELET in Finland and Germany tend to have a significantly higher level of competencies than their counterparts in Greece, Spain or Italy.

Moreover, the quantitative explorative assessment presented in this chapter should be seen as a first contribution to a mixed-method strategy of the CLEAR project aimed at integrating quantitative data with in-depth institutional and qualitative data. This will help avoid the literal and decontextualized interpretation of index scores by clarifying the presence of contextualities, uncertainties and measurement limitations which are flattened by the indicator data (Høyland, Moene & Willumsen, 2012). The descriptive analysis unveils patterns of change and differentiation over time across and within EU countries. If the general trend shows significant improvements and shrinking underachievement as a common trait in EU countries, specific patterns of regional variation emerge as well. These indicate an uneven distribution of educational opportunities which could culminate in further disadvantages related to individual competencies and social background. Notwithstanding the aforementioned limitations, the results bear important policy implications. They show that poor learning outcomes and underachievement have relevant intersectional and territorial traits. This should be considered in policy design and implementation. To start with, policies should target subgroups characterized by multiple disadvantages who exhibit a higher risk of early dropout from education, with potential scarring effects on future life courses and working careers. Further, context-blind policies risk resulting in the reproduction or even increase of existing inequalities. Interventions would, instead, require appropriate mechanisms of territorial sensitivity to avoid future surges of regional divergence.

Notes

1 The Lisbon Treaty (2007) acknowledges the importance of lifelong learning, aligning with the need for measurable learning outcomes in education and training systems. By the Treaty, the EU leaders agreed to stimulate economic growth and employment and make the EU ‘the most competitive and knowledge-based economy in the world’. It provided a foundation of the European Qualification Framework facilitating transparency, recognition and mobility of learners and workers across the EU. Additionally, the Lisbon Treaty supports the European Higher Education Area (EHEA) and the Bologna Process, which advocate for learning outcomes in curriculum design, credit systems and qualification frameworks.
2 The research project Constructing Learning Outcomes in Europe: A Multi-Level Analysis of (Under)Achievement in the Life Course (CLEAR) is exploring the factors that affect the quality of learning outcomes across European regions. It is conducted between 2022 and 2025 in eight EU countries, including Austria, Bulgaria, Finland, Germany, Greece, Italy, Portugal and Spain. For more information, please visit: https://clear-horizon.eu/. The project has received funding from the European Union’s Horizon Europe research and innovation funding programme under Grant Agreement No. 101061155.
3 NUTS stands for Nomenclature of Territorial Units for Statistics. It is widely used as a hierarchical classification system of territories for dividing up the economic territory of the European Union (EU) for statistical purposes. It was developed by Eurostat, the statistical office of the EU, to ensure the harmonized collection and dissemination of regional statistics. NUTS 2 regions refer to the basic unit for the application of regional policy planning.
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Introduction

Discussions of the outcomes of education and learning processes are recurrent in education research. Especially since education expanded to encompass entire populations and continents, questions about optimizing resource use and maximizing outputs and outcomes of education have been abundant. From the turn of the millennium, studies aiming at measuring and improving the performance of education systems have proliferated and institutionalized indicator-based learning goals as a preferred policy tool (European Education and Culture Executive Agency et al., 2022; OECD, 2008). This background informs our review of the research literature devoted to the established concept of learning outcomes (Harris & Clayton, 2019). The review draws from and contributes to the ongoing CLEAR research project.1 While the concept of learning outcomes is widely used in the literature, exactly how, using what criteria and based on what types of assumptions is it used in research debates is not commonly understood; despite potentially vast implications for policy, research and practice. To contribute to this knowledge, we review the research literature in five sequential steps. First, we present the history and the background of the concept of learning outcomes to highlight its current usage in policy and research and to achieve a consistent terminology which allows us to develop a straightforward research strategy. Second, we present our core objectives and main research questions based on the results of the previous section. Third, we outline our methodological approach, its design, selection criteria, coding and quality assessment. Fourth, we present the results of our review and describe how we have synthetized the initial data. Fifth, we discuss our findings in relation to the main research questions and to the overall aims of this volume.

Learning outcomes: The conceptual background

When conceptualizing the term ‘learning outcomes’, it is useful to first depart from a distinct conceptual separation of education and learning. Education refers to a relational process between individuals and their surrounding environment (the world) in ‘a process of self-production through the appropriation of the world’ (Masschelein & Ricken, 2010, p. 129). This means that both the processes and their results are personal and collective developments and, thus, difficult to assess. Indeed, apart from its other functions, such as socialization, cultural transmission and integration, education is seen primarily as a self-reflective activity which functions to construct and form the self in complex meaning-making processes from childhood to old age. Although there is a vast conceptual richness related to education, a prominent understanding distinguishes between material and formal theories of education and their combination as categorical theories (Bildung). Material theories prioritize content knowledge over general competencies of the learner, whereas formal theories focus on the competencies of the learner. Categorical theories combine both views (Hopmann, 2000; Klafki, 1994; Westbury, Hopmann & Riquarts, 2000). According to this tradition, education’s goal is to foster individuals’ ability to take up their own interests as part of society (self-determination), to actively participate in and contribute to the development of society (participation) and to act responsibly in society with regard for those with limited opportunities for self-determination and participation (solidarity).

Learning, on the other hand, is defined as long-term behavioural change due to practice and/or experience. The central characteristic of learning is ‘experience’ which helps individuals adjust to their surrounding environment. Learning is displayed in the behaviour or in the activities of a person, whether observable or not. It takes place in different settings: (1) in the institutionalized system of (compulsory) formal education, from kindergarten up to university; (2) in non-formal education settings, meaning non-compulsory learning with educational objectives, including lifelong learning, open youth work and community-based programmes; and (3) in informal education settings which refer to unplanned and unstructured learning processes. The latter occur in different environments and are usually not intended by the learners.

A broader – normative/humanistic – understanding of education is still widely applied in education practice, policy and research. Yet, it is somewhat sidelined in public and policy debates, as several developments indicate. Concepts of education such as Bildung are not fully operationalizable, in terms of empirical assessment of acquisition and measurement of achievement. Consequently, learning, which is deemed to be more easily operationalized and measured, has become the focus of attention in education policy and research (Biesta, 2009; 2015). Also, the growing acceptance of non-formal and informal learning and the increasing role of mass media (including digital devices) in developing new, yet uncertified skills and competencies, calls for measurement and recognition of (prior) learning and emphasizes the need for clearly definable learning outcomes. On top of that, the prominence of large-scale assessment studies, such as the Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA), the Progress in International Reading Literacy Study (PIRLS) and the Programme for the International Assessment of Adult Competencies (PIAAC), encourage the search for ‘evidence-based’ or ‘scientific’ models of education.

Beyond this basic distinction between education and learning, conceptualizations of learning outcomes have further narrowed the concept and understanding of learning to concentrate on what has been termed ‘active learning’ (Bonwell & Eison, 1991). The main discernment is that between the traditional (i.e. cognitive or behaviourist approaches to learning) and constructivist approaches, with the latter being seen as active learning. The assumption is that only active learning can offer a ‘new paradigm’ for criteria-based definition of learning outcomes (CEDEFOP, 2009; Grootings & Nielsen, 2009).

In this context, the term ‘learning outcome’ gained currency in recent decades to refer to a specific understanding of learning and teaching as modelled on a process-product approach. As such, learning outcomes focus specifically on intentional activities in teaching and learning which can be statistically quantified and measured. According to Hussey and Smith (2002, p. 223), learning outcomes are ‘the observable products of the activities of the educators’, that is, ‘the products of the learning process within the pupil’.

Over time, learning outcomes have become indissociable from their assessment, both conceptually and historically. The pioneering work by Bloom and colleagues (1956) can be seen to have set the stage for the definition and description of objectives across all education levels. However, different conceptualizations of learning outcomes have also become influential (see CEDEFOP, 2009). For example, whereas Bloom and colleagues categorized knowledge and skills along cognitive, affective and psychomotor dimensions, others, such as Flavell, Miller and Miller (1993), have discussed learning outcomes as understandings of meta-competence. Flavell and colleagues (1993) distinguished between self-appraisal, as reflection about one’s knowledge and abilities, and self-management, being the ability to plan and apply strategies accordingly.

Different conceptualizations can be attributed to different contexts. In some contexts, including the UK, a more functional approach to learning outcomes has been prominent, particularly in developing outcomes for vocational education and training qualifications through cooperation between national bodies and stakeholders. At the European level, the European Qualifications Framework (EQF) recognized cumulative levels of knowledge, skills and competencies. These were deemed to render qualifications more transparent, primarily in the context of making lifelong learning more inclusive (European Commission, 2008). Also, the European Key Competences framework, formulated as part of the Education and Training 2010 initiative, included cognitive and interpersonal skills and attitudes as the main categories (European Commission, 2005). Beyond Europe, two main initiatives proved significant for the conceptualization of learning outcomes. First is the Tuning project in Canada, which developed a classification of generic learning outcomes conveyed in terms of instrumental, interpersonal and systemic competencies (Adam, 2004). The second is the DeSeCo project of the OECD (2005; see also Rychen & Salganik, 2003), which set out to develop a classification of key competencies along three different categories – use of tools interactively, interacting in heterogeneous contexts and acting autonomously.

In summary, conceptualizing learning outcomes has a rather long history in the fields of educational and psychological research (Murtonen, Gruber & Lehtinen, 2017). Essentially, it was behaviourism which emphasized the advantages of a clear identification and measurement of learning and the need to produce observable and measurable outcomes (see also Chapter 2 in this volume). In more recent discussions, the idea of active learning has been propagated as the basis for defining learning outcomes which are observable and measurable by statistical means. The definition of learning outcomes must also be seen in a policymaking context which has gone global and serves multiple purposes, not simply pedagogical goals (CEDEFOP, 2024). Rather, learning outcomes are supposed to inform education policies and render education and training more transparent. They, thus, offer reference points for stakeholders (especially employers), facilitate mobility and cooperation across European, national and regional levels and, last but certainly not least, consolidate accountability and governance of education.

At the level of practice and research, learning outcomes remain tied to a taxonomy or hierarchy of learning levels: knowledge, comprehension, application, analysis, synthesis and evaluation (Bloom et al., 1956). The approach is simple but persuasive in stating that clearly defined objectives will guide teachers and students and explain how student achievement will be measured (Melton, 1997). Indeed, there has been a move from the past conflation of instructional objectives with learning outcomes. Later studies have begun, even if often only tentatively, to distance themselves from behaviouristic approaches (Murtonen, Gruber & Lehtinen, 2017). They acknowledge the complexity of the relationship between knowledge, skills and attitudes (originally understood mostly as separate dimensions), the role of motivation and the distinction between higher- and lower-order thinking skills and learning processes (Harden, 2002). Yet, among researchers, practitioners and policymakers, the broad assertion that clearly stated objectives can indeed guide teachers and students in their activities remains almost irresistibly attractive. This postulation has been upheld by authors originating from different academic disciplines and speaking about different topics. Some hold that learning outcomes play a guiding role as they ‘provide an intuitive, user-friendly and transparent framework for curriculum planning, teaching and learning and assessment’ (Harden, 2002, p. 152). For others, learning outcomes are expressed in a form ‘which enables learners to know at the commencement of a course or module, what it is they are expected to achieve in relation to subject content, personal transferable skills and academic outcomes’ (Allan, 2006, p. 104). On top of that, learning outcomes ‘should help citizen science practitioners, researchers, and evaluators in designing projects and in studying and evaluating their impacts’ (Phillips et al., 2018, p. 1). From this point of view, it is undeniable that

[L]earning outcomes are at the forefront of educational change. They represent an adjustment in emphasis from teaching to learning typified by what is known as the adoption of a student-centred approach in contrast to the traditional teacher-centred viewpoint. Student-centred learning produces a focus on the teaching – learning – assessment relationship and the fundamental links between the design, delivery and measurement of learning.

(Adam, 2006, p. 3–4, original emphasis)

This change has been linked to the requirement for more precise curriculum design and the recognition that more effective and varied learning methods benefit students – a combination which has increased the demands to convey knowledge, understanding, skills and other traits inside qualifications and their components through learning outcomes (Otter, 1995). In parallel, as stated by Hussey and Smith, ‘[t]he greatly increased public expenditure [on education in the mid-20th century] encouraged the feeling that educators had to make their practices more scientific and accountable’ (2002, p. 222, original emphasis). This has led to the development of criteria for quantifiable assessment of educators’ work. It is, thus, obvious that learning outcomes are not strictly pedagogical apparatuses or ‘statements of what a learner is expected to know, understand and/or be able to demonstrate at the end of a period of learning’ (Adam, 2006, p. 2). Rather, they are also used as managerial tools for performance management and, currently, encompass all subject areas and most, if not all, education and training levels. In this regard, learning outcomes are pedagogical tools in the sense that they supposedly provide a better way of teaching and learning; they are managerial instruments in that they aim at enhancing academic mobility and comparability between courses and education institutions; and they are also conceptualized as socio-economic indicators of development (see Cumming & Ross, 2008; Karseth & Solbrekke, 2016). There is, however, a considerable number of critical voices addressing the potential troubles connected to clear definitions of learning outcomes. For the sake of clarity and in accordance with the three functions of learning outcomes mentioned above, we distinguish between pedagogical-scientific, economic-managerialist and political-technocratic criticisms.

With reference to the pedagogical-scientific criticism, the main critique is directed towards the mission of the modern university. Universities are failing to achieve their mission insofar as students are successful only in achieving the predetermined learning objectives, whereas the core objective of higher education ‘is to produce something new and open opportunities of novel thinking that cannot be stated in advance’ (Murtonen, Gruber & Lehtinen, 2017, p. 124). Further, as Murtonen and colleagues observe, while the cognitive turn has given rise to substantial critiques of behaviourist approaches, the proportion of publications endorsing behaviourist approaches to learning outcomes is more than four times larger than the proportion which is critical of such approaches (Murtonen, Gruber & Lehtinen, 2017). More so, any behaviourist approach to learning is incapable of accounting for longer, more complex and abstract learning processes: all reduce knowledge to external behaviour which represents more easily observable, describable and measurable phenomena. Therefore, a behaviourist approach appears to be ill-suited to provide definitions of all learning outcomes, particularly those of higher order learning (Murtonen, Gruber & Lehtinen, 2017). In addition, at a more operational level, it is difficult to see how each and every potentially relevant learning outcome (e.g. skills such as creativity, communication, critical thinking) could be assessed so as to satisfy the psychometric premises of reliability (consistency and stability over time and across different contexts), validity (measurement of what is intended to be measured), objectivity (unbiased or subjective judgements of the assessors), sensitivity (ability to detect meaningful differences between individuals or groups) and responsiveness (ability to detect changes in learning over time or in response to educational interventions).

In turn, the economic-managerialist criticism tracks the roots of the learning outcomes assessment movement back to Taylorism and theories of scientific management. Learning outcomes are seen to be an extension of the standards of the efficacy movements in economics (Bennett & Brady, 2012, p. 147) and place emphasis on employability and investment return. From the managerialist point of view, it is expected that the investments made in funding education will be expressed in measurable and comparable outcomes (Clarke, 2018; Holmes, 2013). At the intersection of both the pedagogical and the managerialist criticisms, the common understanding seems to be that, while learning outcomes may have been instrumental in the development of management modes which ensure the comparability of courses and degrees, they have yet to produce substantial changes in the way teaching-learning processes are carried out in practice (Friedrich, Prøitz & Stensaker, 2016; Owusu-Agyeman, 2017).

The political-technocratic criticism is the most vivid strand. First and foremost, it is connected to one of the most ambitious initiatives in the definition and measurement of learning outcomes via the large-scale assessments of education, like PISA. The current coverage of PISA extends well beyond Europe, encompassing a growing number of countries across the world (eighty-five countries in its 2022 round). In the words of Andreas Schleicher, its initiator and Director for Education and Skills at the OECD:

The idea behind PISA lays in testing the knowledge and skills of students directly, through a metric that was internationally agreed upon; linking that with data from students, teachers, schools and systems to understand performance differences; and then harnessing the power of collaboration to act on the data, both by creating shared points of reference and by leveraging peer pressure. … Over the past two decades, PISA has become the world’s premier yardstick for comparing quality, equity and efficiency in learning outcomes across countries, and an influential force for education reform. It has helped policy makers lower the cost of political action by backing difficult decisions with evidence – but it has also raised the political cost of inaction by exposing areas where policy and practice have been unsatisfactory.

(Schleicher, 2019, p. 3–4)

It is undeniable that PISA has become a benchmarking device for many education agents around the world and that it has led to countless efforts to improve educational systems based on its results and the subsequent reactions, the so-called ‘PISA-shocks’. However, as argued by Gorur (2016), PISA has become more than a simple yardstick that provides descriptions of the educational status quo of a given set of countries: it also plays a performative function creating new educational conditions and, more strikingly, it has become a project of legibility. The core of what Gorur terms as ‘seeing like PISA’ phenomenon is that the application of sophisticated measurement techniques has enabled the development of international indicators which, while used in wide-ranging comparative assessments, are actually quite reductionist in their understanding of reality:

By flattening education into a standardised, decontextualised phenomenon, education à la PISA has become portable. Its ideas and philosophies are seen as being readily and easily transportable across the world, so that lessons from Shanghai and Singapore can be implemented in Azerbaijan or Peru. … PISA has influenced the very fundamentals of education – curricula and assessment. A new normativity – a morality, even – has come to be imposed by PISA, and absorbed by PISA participants. This is not just about adopting a specific policy … it is about putting in place an ongoing system of ever-increasing monitoring and data generation, and about fundamentally changing the structures and systems of administering and governing schools. It is about changing the very culture of a society by influencing the curriculum.

(Gorur, 2016, p. 607–8, original emphasis)

In Biesta’s words, the ‘common sense view about the purpose of education is the idea that what matters most is academic achievement in a small number of curricular domains, particularly language, science and mathematics’ (2009, p. 37). This both feeds into and is fed by large-scale international assessments, above all PISA. That is, the notion of education is narrowed to learning for measurable results in a small set of subjects. This results in what Biesta calls the ‘learnification of education: the transformation of everything there is to say about education in terms of learning and learners’ (Biesta, 2009, p. 38, original emphasis). The measurement of educational outcomes becomes the norm with which to direct and assess educational policies and practices, and this development risks valuing what is measured rather than measuring what is valued (Biesta, 2009, p. 43). However, at a deeper, more structural level, learnification articulates with what Tröhler (2013) identifies as the movement towards the establishment of a technocratic and technological educational culture which, based on the ideals of programmed instruction and human capital enhancement, would be able to strengthen countries’ position in the world order.

While we take note of the various strands of criticism, we also acknowledge that, alongside these critical stances, there are also more positive views. Campos (2010) and Sousa-Pereira & Leite (2019), for example, discuss the relationship between students’ profiles – the elaboration of which is very much dependent on learning outcomes – and initial teacher training, and put forward pedagogical proposals which are not strictly measurement-minded. With a focus on pedagogy, some researchers argue that ‘student-centred learning necessitates the use of learning outcomes as the only logical approach’ (Adam, 2006, p. 12–13). Despite the fact that the relationship between learning outcomes and achievement has typically been approached from a narrow, quantitative perspective, the argument is that, provided one is able to differentiate between causes and consequences, the various definitions of learning outcomes, modes of teaching and academic results are central when trying to understand what is going on in any given educational system.

Having summarized various conceptualizations of learning outcomes, we clarify that the main argument in this chapter is not one against definable learning outcomes. Rather, it is against one-sided models which account for what is learnt premised only on what can be measured, datafied, quantified and, thus, instrumentalized for policy purposes. We next outline our main objectives and core research questions before presenting our detailed review of the various definitions of learning outcomes on which our argument is based.

Objectives of the review

The primary objective of the synthesis review is to answer the following questions:

• How are learning outcomes defined?

• What specific theoretical assumptions do the various definitions entail?

• What is the empirical operationalization of the definitions?

• Which function do they fulfil?

• Who are the main stakeholders involved in defining learning outcomes?

Method

In the present study, we undertook a synthesis review which was as close to a systematic review (Grant & Booth, 2009) as possible. We employed an exhaustive search strategy across diverse scholarly databases to identify pertinent studies germane to the research inquiry (Page et al., 2021; Zawacki-Richter et al., 2020). In particular, we applied a configurative synthesis which ‘consists of the deliberative configuring of data by reviewers into patterns to create a richer conceptual understanding of a phenomenon’ (Newman & Gough, 2020, p. 5). The configurative synthesis perfectly aligns with the aim of the CLEAR research project to investigate the processes and interactions which lead to the development of learning outcomes.

The data collection took place on 2 April 2024 and had four stages. First, the research involved extracting results from a comprehensive search conducted across twenty-eight databases. Second, the results were saved within the EBSCO2 platform and exported to a. csv file; the platform automatically removed exact duplicates from the retrieved results. Third, based on relevance, the initial count of 350 results was reduced to 225 distinct findings for further consideration. Fourth, this process was meticulously repeated, confirming the integrity of the dataset, as evidenced by the consistent count of 225 valid results across all search pages examined.

Selection process and methodology

The selection process involved several stages, beginning with screening titles and abstracts to identify relevant studies. Full-text articles were then reviewed to confirm their inclusion based on five predefined criteria, requiring studies to (1) be published in English so that the meaning is not lost in translation; (2) address the concept of learning outcomes and (under)achievement in the context of education; (3) engage with educational contexts within the delineated eight countries participating in the CLEAR project – Austria, Bulgaria, Finland, Germany, Greece, Italy, Portugal and Spain; (4) explicitly reference the concept of learning outcomes; and (5) encompass a spectrum of study types, including empirical investigations, theoretical expositions and literature syntheses. Bias mitigation was paramount throughout the study, with conscientious efforts to minimize potential biases.

Search terms

To navigate the search through literature databases, we employed the Boolean operators ‘AND’ and ‘OR’. Based on the inclusion criteria, the Boolean phrase was: ‘learning outcomes’ AND ‘educational achievement’ OR ‘academic achievement’ OR ‘underachievement’ OR ‘educational attainment’ OR ‘educational success’ AND ‘Germany’ OR ‘Spain’ OR ‘Finland’ OR ‘Austria’ OR ‘Portugal’ OR ‘Italy’ OR ‘Bulgaria’ OR ‘Greece’. Proximity operators were used when appropriate and search terms were truncated using the proper conventions for the given database or search engine syntax to include variations in the endings of words and spellings. Terms from different categories were connected with OR within each category and by AND between categories.

Search databases

Electronic Databases:

a) ERIC

b) Education Source Ultimate

c) Academic Search Ultimate

d) APA PsycArticles

e) APA PsycBooks

f) APA PsycInfo

g) Applied Science & Technology Index (H.W. Wilson)

h) Business Source Ultimate

i) Communication Abstracts

j) Criminal Justice Abstracts

k) EconLit with Full Text

l) Fonte Acadêmica

m) GreenFILE

n) Historical Abstracts

o) Humanities Abstracts (hma)

p) Library & Information Science Source

q) MathSciNet via EBSCOhost

r) MLA Directory of Periodicals

s) MLA International Bibliography with Full Text

t) Psychology and Behavioral Sciences Collection

u) Regional Business News

v) Sociology Source Ultimate

w) Teacher Reference Center

x) The Serials Directory

Other types (specific collections or archives):

a) Architectural Digest Archive

b) eBook Collection (EBSCOhost)

c) eBook EngineeringCore (EBSCOhost)

d) eBook Subscription Psychology/Psychiatry Collection

e) eBook University Press Collection (EBSCOhost)

Usage of other sources

While we have not explicitly excluded research registers, websites, dissertations or regional bibliographic databases, our primary focus was on electronic databases and specific collections or archives accessible via the EBSCO platform. In our experience, electronic databases are most likely to provide ready and comprehensive access to relevant, high-quality academic articles. Accessing and reviewing other research registers, websites, dissertations and regional bibliographic databases would have required additional time and resources, which were limited at the time of the review.

Manual research

We have not conducted a comprehensive manual research, in terms of systematic review methodology, but tried to ensure that all relevant publications related to learning outcomes in the field of education were part of the review process.

Results

In the following section, we present the results of the synthesis review. The initial search yielded 225 papers which underwent meticulous review using the collective expertise of the authors. Of the 225 papers, eight were written in a language other than English, forty did not explicitly refer to the contexts of the CLEAR countries (although CLEAR countries may have been included in these papers’ meta-analyses), five were duplicated and four could not be retrieved in full. These fifty-seven papers were excluded from further analyses. We next share our analytical observations from each phase of the four-stage review process.

With regard to the first review phase, the initial 225 articles were on research in different research fields and published in different scientific journals. A majority was published in interdisciplinary research fields combining education science and computer science (20 per cent) (e.g. Computers & Education, Education & Information Technologies, Journal of Computer Assisted Learning) or education science and psychology (15 per cent) (e.g. Frontiers in Psychology, Educational Psychology Review, European Journal of Psychology of Education). A vast number of articles were also published in the fields of learning and instruction (20 per cent) (e.g. Instructional Science, Learning & Instruction) or in general education science (19 per cent) (e.g. Education Sciences, Educational Research Review, Higher Education Research & Development). Somewhat fewer (around 4 per cent) were published in the fields of policy studies (e.g. OECD, Prospects), health education (e.g. Nurse Education Today, Medical Teacher), engineering education (e.g. European Journal of Engineering Education, International Journal of Engineering Education) and management and accounting (e.g. British Accounting Review, College Planning & Management). Other research fields were rather marginally covered. This first observation shows that learning outcomes are tightly linked to measurable (computer science), observable (educational psychology) and instrumental (learning and instruction) phenomena.

During the second review phase, of the 168 papers remaining after disregarding fifty-seven papers on the grounds described above, only 111 papers fulfilled the criteria of more or less directly referring to the concept of learning outcomes. Analysis of the 111 articles revealed considerable country divisions. While the absolute majority of articles referred to German and Spanish educational contexts (35.0 per cent and 31.5 per cent, respectively) followed by the Finnish context (more than 20 per cent), Austria and Bulgaria were barely reflected in the research on learning outcomes, accounting for less than 5 and 3 per cent, respectively. Other countries (Italy, Portugal and Greece) were represented in around 10 per cent.

These stark country divisions can be explained in various ways, be it the different research focus or the accessibility of the journals by national research communities. However, the division not only demonstrates the underrepresentation of various educational contexts, cultures and approaches to the definition of learning outcomes, it also raises the question of how diverse institutional and policy regimes operationalize the outcomes of education and learning; that is, on what conceptualization of outcomes they are based.

In addition, our review focused on the various stakeholders involved in the definition of learning outcomes. Since all reviewed articles were written for an academic audience, researchers were the main stakeholders in constructing the understanding of learning outcomes. They were the actors who generated the research design and operationalized the main concepts in their study. Our review observed that learning outcomes were framed within the context of academic research, quite often without specific mention of any direct input from external stakeholders in their definition. While most of the articles did not explicitly discuss the involvement of stakeholders in the explanation and measurement of the results from education, school teachers, university lecturers and other categories of academic staff were implicit actors in providing indicators for the conceptualization and, more often, the measurement of student achievements. While all inquiries relied on the cooperation of educators, only one article (Mora et al., 2020) described the research methodology as collaborative action research. This was understood as a process where researchers and teachers were team members with equal authority: they shared a goal and brought their different expertise to the partnership (see Jones & Stanley, 2008). Most often, educators were assigned the role of implementing the research instruments and quantitatively assessing the results. Young people, who are supposed to have the most stake in the educational process, are mentioned in all papers but as objects, not as subjects, of the research interventions. We find this to be a significant oversight of their role in constructing the meaning of learning outcomes.

In the third review phase, we excluded another seventy-two papers. These were related to learning outcomes but used the term without providing any explicit clarification, definition or elaboration. In the remaining thirty-nine articles, the term ‘learning outcomes’ was used more often, yet only in reference to other concepts and with a rather implicit or undifferentiated meaning – presupposing that the readers know what is meant by it. There are four exceptions, which we will discuss later. Generally, there seems to be an understanding among the diverse research communities that what is meant by learning outcomes is common sense so there is no need to define it. Also, often, the term ‘learning outcomes’ was used together with verbs such as acquire, achieve, enhance, improve, increase, alter and adjust. Such connections assume a dynamic and malleable nature of learning outcomes, one that can be modified by external interventions. This purely instrumental assumption conceives of learning as a self-evident, self-purposeful and externally governable process. Furthermore, learning outcomes were discussed in relation to (1) internal (emotional, cognitive, psychological) individual capabilities, motivations and performances, as well as in relation to (2) external (subject-independent) learning environments (class, peers, teachers) and teaching/didactic techniques. This is apparent in the work of some of the most cited and influential authors who have linked learning outcomes to achievement emotions (Pekrun, 2006; Pekrun et al., 2007; 2017) and learner’s motivation (Keller, 2008; 2010) on the internal level, and to interactive learning environments (Renkl, 2015; Renkl & Atkinson, 2007) and classroom techniques (Kallio & Metsärinne, 2016; Metsärinne & Kallio, 2014) on the external level. Consistent with educational psychology, such concepts of learning outcomes show the predominant influence of behaviourist assumptions and classroom micro practices. By observing both internal and external factors, the articles focused on how their matching enabled or thwarted the learners’ achievement of better learning outcomes and what pedagogical and/or self-regulation measures could be undertaken to improve them. From this perspective, learning outcomes are conceptualized as a result of the didactic and pedagogical learner-environment relations. They are not valued or assessed as an original and complex result of the intertwining of spatial, institutional, structural and individual factors but, rather, as upgradable learner characteristics and performances.

In the fourth review phase, we reduced the scope to only four articles; all of which provided direct, albeit still instrumental (i.e. measurable), definitions of learning outcomes. The authors of the four selected papers described learning outcomes as:

• a composition of (1) the grade point average of all courses the student had taken, (2) credits gained per year and (3) self-evaluated learning (Tynjälä et al., 2005);

• objective (students’ ability to solve realistic problems) and subjective (perceived performance and perceived competence) outcomes (Krause, Stark & Mandl, 2009);

• the increased understanding and effectiveness in opportunity recognition, creativity and coping with uncertainty, risks and the liabilities of newness (Hytti et al., 2010); and

• competence gain and satisfaction in online environments (Heckel & Ringeisen, 2019).

Two of the papers providing these ex-ante definitions of learning outcomes used data from Germany. The other two used data from Finland. Methodologically, they combine quantitative evaluation and various forms of qualitative self-assessment such as self-perception or self-evaluation of learners. What all four articles have in common is the view that learning outcomes are affected by learners’ perceptions of self-efficacy, motivation, study success, competence or performance. Taking a policy perspective on this, knowledge deficits are to be compensated by activating young people to rearrange their learning techniques and self-expectations (Parreira do Amaral & Zelinka, 2019).

Discussion

In this section, we summarize the research results to answer our main research questions and open the discussion on the quality and definition of learning outcomes. We have come to the following conclusions:

1. Learning outcomes are seldom defined but, rather, presumed as common-sensical attributes of learning. There is scant evidence of conceptualizing learning outcomes outside the subject-specific requirements.

2. The predominant theoretical assumption underlying the definitions of learning outcomes is behaviourism. In our analyses, we have also found evidence of cognitivist, constructivist or skills-based theoretical assumptions although with much lower prevalence.

3. Learning outcomes are primarily described in quantitative terms, as measurable, quantifiable and comparable outcomes of the learning processes. For the collection of data, researchers have used various quantitative measures, including scales, confirmatory factor analyses, multiple-choice tests, regression models and experimental studies. Qualitative methods have been also used to include learner’s self-evaluation.

4. The definitions of learning outcomes clearly fulfil a pedagogical function, which seeks to enhance the quality of instructional/didactic methods and showcase the influence of different factors on the achievement of anticipated learning outcomes.

5. Stakeholders involved in the definition of learning outcomes are rarely mentioned in the articles. Since all reviewed articles were primarily written for an academic audience, researchers were the main stakeholders in constructing the understanding of learning outcomes, thereby bracketing out other actors, especially young people but also parents, social parties, businesses and others.

The research conducted in the CLEAR project stands in contrast to that which we reviewed. CLEAR departs from the assumption that learning outcomes are not natural and self-evident phenomena and holds they are, instead, the result of manifold intersecting factors and people: institutional arrangements, spatial and socio-economic determinants, discursive and socio-cultural influences, as well as individual experiences, dispositions and cognitive and psycho-emotional abilities. Indeed, we stress that learning outcomes are temporary and contingent products of the activities of multiple actors (learners, significant others, experts etc.), and not only those of educators or researchers. With a focus on the construction of learning outcomes, we account for them as multi-functional tools given the purposes of defining the levels of qualifications frameworks, setting qualification standards, describing programmes and courses, orienting curricula and defining assessment specifications. They, therefore ‘influenc[e] teaching methods, learning environments and assessment practices’ (CEDEFOP, 2017, p. 14). Within this multi-dimensional perspective, we consider the three functions of learning outcomes – pedagogical, managerial and socio-economic – particularly since these specifically student-focused expectations follow a unit of instruction usually stated in observable and measurable terms.

With an aim to stimulate further discussion, we stress that, over recent decades, both policy and research debates surrounding the quality of learning and learning outcomes have been based on inconclusive and misleading premises. What our review has demonstrated is the blatant mismatch between expectations of learning outcomes and their actual definition. While students, teachers and other involved actors are driven to constantly deliver high-quality learning outcomes, none of them is made aware of what exactly this means. What is considered as their achievement, what is left out of the picture and what educational purposes do the endless collection, evaluation and comparison of data serve? Furthermore, such expectations of learning outcomes are not fulfilled because learning outcomes have been associated with a flat understanding of learning which sidelines the life course of people, the intricacies of policy implementation, the inequalities which divide societies and the disparities between European educational contexts. Instead of doing more of the same and seeking to enhance datafiable learning outcomes, we advocate for a more comprehensive approach to learning and education. With the CLEAR project, we pursue such an approach – one which accounts for the wider purpose of educating young people and enabling them to take an active role in shaping their (learning) environments.

Notes

1 The research project Constructing Learning Outcomes in Europe: A Multi-Level Analysis of (Under)Achievement in the Life Course (CLEAR) is exploring the factors that affect the quality of learning outcomes across European regions. It is conducted between 2022 and 2025 in eight EU countries, including Austria, Bulgaria, Finland, Germany, Greece, Italy, Portugal and Spain. For more information, please visit: https://clear-horizon.eu/. The project has received funding from the European Union’s Horizon Europe research and innovation funding programme under Grant Agreement No. 101061155.
2 EBSCO is a premier provider of global research databases, e-journal subscriptions, e-packages and library technology solutions for educational institutions, corporations, government entities and public libraries.
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A Comparative Analysis of Validation of Prior Learning in Europe
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Introduction

In this chapter, we compare policy designs that have adopted different concepts of (under)achievement and lifelong learning. We focus on the differences between Austria, Finland and Germany, on the one hand, and Italy, Portugal and Spain, on the other.1 In addition, we explore how prior learning validation schemes define learning outcomes in the latter group.

We consider policy design to be a significant process for analysing learning outcomes of young and adult learners who are involved in different kinds of education and training offers. Policy design contributes to ‘improving the search for, and generation of, policy alternatives [that] will lead to more effective and successful policies’ (Sidney, 2007, p. 80). The prevailing policy design of adult learning in the European Union (EU) draws on benchmarks and indicators (Grek, 2010) as well as on wide negotiation among several policy actors (Milana, 2022).

This chapter is based on qualitative research, taking an interpretative approach, as it describes and compares key features of policy design in the selected countries (Boeren, 2018; Egetenmeyer, 2016; Fejes & Nylander, 2015; Lichtman, 2023). A theoretical section posits the key research question and sets the context for analysis of the content (Bowen, 2009) of the official presentation in the EURYDICE database of the lifelong learning policies of Austria, Finland, Germany, Italy, Portugal and Spain. Austria, Finland and Germany have consolidated institutional systems which integrate such validation schemes with vocational education and training (VET) and, in recent decades, Italy, Portugal and Spain have approved laws that attempt to emulate such integration. We therefore review the legislation and the literature on learning outcomes and validation of prior learning in Italy, Portugal and Spain. The challenges entailed in this transfer of policy from some member states of the EU to others are, thus, highlighted.

Adult learning systems and learning outcomes

Mainstream understandings of education policy assume that standardized tests provide significant measures of learning outcomes everywhere (see the introduction of this volume). However, the scholarship on VET and adult education has, reiteratively, argued that the resultant data does not fully capture the contribution of education to human autonomy (Boyadjeva & Trichkova, 2018; Jarvis, 2009). This literature has also observed that disparate institutional regimes mediate the impacts of adult education and learning on both learning outcomes and individual autonomy (Desjardins & Rubenson, 2013; Parreira do Amaral, Kovacheva & Rambla, 2020). Significantly, VET and adult education are considered means by which to foster individual autonomy in Nordic countries; compensate for social exclusion in Southwestern countries; distribute school leavers in a rank of occupations in Central European countries; and foster work readiness in Anglo-Saxon countries (Chevalier, 2016; Walther, 2017). In these different institutional regimes, learning is held to play different roles in the organization of workplaces, both among firms and among countries (Lundvall & Rasmussen, 2016).

In this chapter, we explore the potential of the schemes that validate prior learning to strengthen the learning outcomes of the adult population in the six countries under examination. When we compare certain aspects of learning outcomes across the six countries (Table 5.1), we can see that Italy and Spain have higher proportions of low-performing populations in both lower secondary education and skills. Portugal reproduces the same pattern in lower secondary education but surpasses the other two countries in digital skills and the size of the population with a low educational level is much smaller in Austria, Finland and Germany. These disparities suggest our examination may be revealing.


Table 5.1 Population with low ISCED level and individuals with low digital skills.




	

	Less than lower secondary education (ISCED 0–2), % of individuals from 15 to 64 years old (2022)


	Individuals who have low overall digital skills, % of individuals (2019)







	EU


	24.90


	27.82





	Germany


	23.00


	22.49





	Spain


	37.70


	31.49





	Italy


	38.80


	31.52





	Austria


	18.60


	20.93





	Portugal


	39.60


	22.44





	Finland


	18.10


	18.58







Source: EUROSTAT.


In this analysis, rather than taking countries as the units of analysis (Verdier, 2018), the chapter tracks the implementation of a specific policy aimed at inducing adults to participate in education (Desjardins & Ioannidou, 2020). Although Austria, Finland and Germany design these schemes differently, we gather these countries together as a single type comprising cases of lengthy periods of institutionalized validation. We compare them to Italy, Portugal and Spain on these grounds. Then, we spell out the particularities of new designs in the latter country group.

Official definitions of learning outcomes

Every year, all the EU member states claim their reforms comply with the European Council’s (2016; 2020; 2022) recommendations to establish skilling pathways, promote individual learning accounts and strengthen resilience in evolving markets and societies. However, the European Skills Index by CEDEFOP (2023) reveals significant disparities. This weighted index considers academic achievement in school, early school leaving, participation in the labour force, unemployment, overqualification and low-waged workers. While the benchmark is a score of 100 per cent, Italy, Portugal and Spain do not achieve a 50 per cent mark. A comparative reading of the national accounts of lifelong learning provides a relevant illustration of commonalities and contrasts.2

EURYDICE collects official descriptions of education and training systems that facilitate comparability across the European Union. Austria, Finland and Germany include explicit statements on the goals of lifelong learning in their reports for EURYDICE. Since 2020, Austria has implemented a multi-dimensional concept that articulates guidance with work-based learning, transparent standards and incentives to participation. Thus, the official description of education and training conveys a qualified rationale that considers both several ingredients and the links between them.

The Austrian LLL:2020 strategy is based on five guidelines which complement each other. These are: (1) Life stage orientation (2) Placing focus on learners (3) Lifelong guidance (4) Competence orientation (5) Promotion of participation with incentive and support measures.

(European Commission, 2023)

Albeit similar, the Finnish report on lifelong learning adds an important justification. Certainly, the prevailing approach of legislation, validation schemes and flexible pathways puts in place a similar system of interlinked components systematically avoiding dead-ends which could induce early leaving from education and training. However, in Finland, VET and adult learning and education are not so tightly coupled with work. Social cohesion, equity, social conditions and multi-culturalism have become key priorities as well.

[In Finland] The main objectives of adult education policy are ensuring the availability and competence of the labour force. The objectives should support efforts to extend working life, raise the employment rate, improve productivity, implement the conditions for lifelong learning and enhance multiculturalism.

(European Commission, 2023)

In Germany, the Länder are the main educational authorities. EURYDICE summarizes the commonalities between their policies by highlighting common foci on needs, flexibility and quality amid exchanges between several stakeholders.

[In Germany] Continuing education and training offers enable needs-based and flexible learning. The Länder ensure good framework conditions for this and support quality development. In addition, the Länder, together with the Federation and the partners in the national networks, take measures to ensure basic education for all.

(European Commission, 2023)

In contrast, Italy and Spain recently introduced legislative reforms in response to the demands of information that EURYDICE has addressed to all the EU member states. In essence, the content of recently approved laws in both countries describes their concepts of lifelong learning.

[In Italy] Law no. 92/2012 [and] Decree 13/2013, laid down the general dispositions on the national system of certification of competences. The aim of these dispositions is to make arise and develop professional competences non-formally and informally acquired, and to promote professional and geographical mobility, to facilitate the contact between labour supply and demand, to increase the transparency of learning and the recognition of certifications at national and European level. At regional level, the VET system (Sistema di istruzione e formazione professionale – IeFP) leads to qualifications and competences that are spendable in the labour market.

(EURYDICE, 2023)

[In Spain] Everyone must have the possibility of training throughout life, within and outside the educational system, in order to acquire, update, complete or expand their abilities, knowledge, skills, aptitudes and competencies for their personal development and professional.

(EURYDICE, 2023)

Since 2005, Portugal’s adult education policies have put lifelong learning high on the agenda. Although the structural adjustment policies imposed by the EU, the European Central Bank, the International Monetary Fund and the right-wing government discontinued the New Opportunities Programme between 2012 and 2015, the adult education policy got a boost in 2016 with the creation of the Qualifica Programme. This programme signalled a political commitment to improving the population’s school certification and professional qualification (called qualification in adult education policy discourses) when low-and medium-qualified jobs and employability levels of adults are at stake:

[In Portugal] The Qualifica Programme is a programme directed at adults showing incomplete education and training paths; it aims at increasing the qualification levels of adults, favouring the progression of the population qualification and the improvement of individuals employability.

(Portugal, 2023)

The programme expects to increase the traditionally low levels of skills and professional qualification in the country (EURYDICE, 2023).

Recognition of prior learning in Italy

Qualification frameworks and recognition of prior learning are burning issues in Italy. The Law 92/2012 and the Legislative Decree 13/2013 established that the ‘entitling bodies’ would be the Ministry of Education and universities for school and university qualifications, the regions for VET qualifications, the Ministry of Economic Development – UE Policies Department for regulated professions, and the Ministry of Labour for non-regulated professions (Perulli, 2019). Accordingly, the Provincial Centres for Adult Education (Centri provinciali per l’istruzione degli adulti, CPIA) defined a framework for validation of competencies of formal, non-formal and informal learning.3 The CPIAs are autonomous education institutions organized in local networks, providing courses that are open to people aged sixteen years and above. There are around 130 CPIAs in Italy, offering education courses to approximately 197,000 students in the school year 2020/21 (OECD, 2021).

CPIAs deliver upskilling programmes for the employed, training and job search for the unemployed as well as opportunities for early school leavers and many immigrants to improve learning outcomes. In CPIAs, adult learners can learn the basics of the Italian language but also reach lower and upper secondary education and general and vocational credentials. Besides individual interviews, teachers assess a portfolio wherein each candidate compiles descriptions of previous jobs, academic diplomas and any relevant certificates (e.g. participation in workshops, training, volunteer activities).

The OECD (2021) has observed important setbacks in this scheme. First, diverging sectoral and regional approaches have disrupted attempts to establish a common ground for the recognition of prior learning. Since the ministries of education and employment, the regions, the schools and the universities define learning outcomes according to diverging educational principles (Frontini & Psifidou, 2015), Italy’s providers of training must cope with unarticulated lists of learning outcomes (CEDEFOP, 2013, p. 132). Although the central and the regional governments have agreed to commission the National Institute for the Analysis of Public Policies to outline the processes, tasks, products and services of twenty-four professional economic sectors in the Atlas of Work and Qualifications (Atlante del Lavoro e delle Qualificazioni),4 the more deprived regions are unable to deliver robust employment services to the large shares of long-term unemployed populations in their territories (Bonacci, 2018).

Second, in the last decade, several studies have reported a series of practices that maintain the old focus on written examinations (Frontini & Psifidou, 2015; Perulli, 2019). Teachers – instead of individuals themselves – manage the newly established individual learning accounts (Libretto formativo del Cittadino).5 Teachers have become tutors without the necessary experience in tutoring. Companies aggravate the problem to the extent that their human resource procedures typically overlook the outputs of validation when recruiting their staff.

Third, the Italian strategy and policy on the validation of prior learning has almost exclusively responded to employability purposes (Perulli, 2019). Such strategy embraces the entire span of people’s life through the recognition of competencies as an ‘individual right’ as established by the Law 92/2012 (Boffo & Formenti, 2022; Palumbo & Proietti, 2022; Palumbo & Startari, 2017). This approach has become a currency that everyone can use for mobility (within and outside the respective company), requalification and relocation. Thus, learning is understood as the ability to constantly strengthen and reaffirm one’s personal and work identity (Ruiap, 2012, pp. 3–4).

In essence, to harmonize different concepts of competence, skill, training and assessment, the stakeholders of the recognition of prior learning have generated ‘collections of points’ that transmit poor information to employers and adult learners themselves (Palumbo & Startari, 2011, pp. 111, 124). Despite high expectations for the reform (Bonacci, 2018), formal qualifications are still the main criterion to estimate prior learning.

Recognition of prior learning in Portugal

In Portugal, validation of non-formal and informal learning has been a significant offer of the existing adult education and training policy. After 2000, following the EU guidelines for adult learning policy, Portugal has expanded recognition of prior learning (Reconhecimento, Validação e Certificação de Competências) to non-formal and informal learning.6

The main goal of the recognition of non-formal and informal learning is to develop a set of procedures which allow adults (aged eighteen years or older) to get school education certifications (up to twelve years of compulsory education) and professional qualifications up to levels four and five of the national and European qualification frameworks. Therefore, the validation of non-formal and informal learning assists adult learners (employed or unemployed) to get a school certification or a professional qualification, as long as they are enrolled in the recognition of prior learning offer provided by local adult learning centres (Centros Qualifica).7 The main purpose is to ‘increase education and training certification and qualification rates of the Portuguese population and improve employability’ (ANQEP, 2023a) and to prepare human resources for economic development and labour market insertion/maintenance of workers (Lima & Guimarães, 2011). By these means, the Portuguese adult education and training policy fulfils the EU guidelines for lifelong and adult learning. These guidelines assume adult education is a social and economic policy in which ‘educational fairness’ consists of all adults acquiring marketable skills and benefitting from labour market opportunities (Barros, 2018; Waller et al., 2015, p. 619). Such policy also frames the approach of developing a human resources management strategy (Lima & Guimarães, 2011) re-establishing the relationship between education, work and socio-economic development (Milana, 2012).

Validation starts with awareness-raising, information, advice and guidance of adult learners willing to get a school certificate and/or a professional qualification. Practitioners who work with adult learners are hired following certain qualification requirements. These practitioners identify and document prior learning following the standards of key competencies and support adult learners in writing a learning portfolio (Guimarães, 2019).

Several standards of key competencies developed in formal, non-formal and informal learning settings (ANQ, 2006; ANQEP, 2021) allow the validation of non-formal and informal learning. These standards assume that competence is ‘a combination of abilities, knowledge, aptitudes adequate to deal with specific situations, requiring also the “disposition to” and “the knowledge how” to learn’ (ANQ, 2006, p. 82). A key competence is an ‘articulated set, transferable and multi-functional set, of knowledge, abilities indispensable to the individual fulfilment and development, to social inclusion and employment’ including knowledge and skills to be used in ‘the practice of full citizenship, for more demanding employability and an effective participation in lifelong learning’ (ANQEP, 2021, p. 5). The procedure is based on a wide understanding of knowledge (even if allowing a certification equivalent to a school education diploma) directed to be used effectively in everyday life contexts and following several domains, such as culture, language and communication; digital competencies; society, maths, science and technology; citizenship and employability/professionality; and personal, social and learning competencies (ANQ, 2006; ANQEP, 2021).

Key competence standards set the criteria to achieve a professional qualification in more than forty professional domains. In connection with the national catalogue of qualifications and the national and the European qualification frameworks, the validation of non-formal and informal learning may involve a wide range of learning outcomes. These are based on knowledge, aptitudes and attitudes depending on the professional domain to which the professional qualification is related to (ANQEP, 2023b). Due to this connection, learning outcomes established in the referred standards of competencies are characterized by complexity. They follow a holistic and transversal approach when it comes to understanding recognition of prior learning as an offer, based on a social and economic policy (Barros, 2018), fostering a human resources management strategy (Lima & Guimarães, 2011).

A challenge lies in the discontinuous social recognition of adult education and training policy over the last twenty years. While socialist governments in Portugal have stressed the significance of this issue and provided funding, human resources and other facilities to its rectification, right-wing governments have often privileged formal, second-chance education – thus setting aside the recognition of prior learning and the validation of non-formal and informal learning. A second challenge relates to biases in the definition of the key competencies. Many standards exclusively assess employment-related knowledge and skills at the expense of collective learning of civic and political values (Lima & Guimarães, 2011, 2015). Institutional itineraries pose a third challenge whereby the validation of non-formal and informal learning does not allow direct progression to higher education of adult learners with a school certification: those with a secondary school education certificate face an institutional barrier in admission to higher education programmes. In contrast to flexible approaches elsewhere, in Portugal, these adult candidates to higher education must either apply to a specific ‘Older than 23’ (in Portuguese: Maiores de 23) programme or sit for the national exams together with recent, much younger graduates of secondary education. This constraint faced by adult learners willing to join higher education reveals the still low visibility and social recognition of the achievement of learning outcomes through validation of non-formal and informal learning.

Recognition of prior learning in Spain

In Spain, recognition of prior learning is a shared responsibility of the central and regional employment departments and educational authorities. Adult Training Centres deliver the curriculum of compulsory education and academic upper-secondary education to adults. Educators in Adult Training Centres and VET programmes are considered ordinary teachers but the role of the professionals in charge of career guidance and recognition of prior learning has remained undefined so far.

School-based VET has attracted adult students since 2000. Previously, VET was a low-prestige track for underperforming young people who were enrolled in a very narrow set of specialities. Few trades offered courses awarding prestigious credentials for further employment regardless of age. Since the 1990s, comprehensive, lower secondary education is compulsory for all students until their sixteenth birthday. Over time, both the absolute intake of VET schools and the representation of adult students have gradually increased (CaixaBank, 2024; Merino, 2013). In recent decades, the central and regional public employment services have run a wide array of months-long, vocational training programmes that target unemployed and low-skilled adult learners. Firms, chambers of commerce and professional bodies also train people for specific occupations. Since active labour market policies are the responsibility of local governments, public employment services have remained weak in middle-sized towns and rural areas.

The indirectly elected, long-standing, supra-municipal bodies (Diputacions) have become second-level support units which have managed public employment services in large areas with a scarce population (Garrell, Vives & Salvado, 2000). At first, these policies simply delivered short-term training on the grounds that low educational level was the main cause of unemployment. Adult education was, accordingly, subordinated to the employment policies which were expected to fix educational and labour market problems in the short term. On these grounds, the regional governments have assigned formal responsibility either to education or social welfare departments – depending on several political hazards such as the official name of instruction or education departments; the former largely excludes schools for adults. Besides, since public employment services underwent funding cuts due to austerity measures adopted in response to the economic recessions of 1993 and 2008, the offer of programmes has tended to diminish precisely at times when unemployment climbs (Lope Peña, 2013).

In the early 2000s, recognition of prior learning conducing to secondary education diplomas, as well as to access to higher education, was introduced. An official qualification framework was established in 2002 for all providers of education and training to harmonize their programmes, although full equivalence remains problematic. Since then, regional public employment services can issue occupational certificates which bestow adult learners with official authorization to undertake specific professional responsibilities. The regional educational authorities must organize appropriate examinations to deliver the diploma of basic secondary education. Also, universities are required to consider the professional experience of bachelor’s degree applicants who are above certain age thresholds (Vale, 2019).

The resulting arrangements privileged assessment and recognition of compulsory secondary education diplomas, partial recognition of VET programmes and access to higher education. However, identification and documentation have remained underdeveloped except for a few small initiatives. Although private sector stakeholders are not authorized to officially validate skills by themselves, companies and non-profits can request national or regional labour authorities to issue a public call; either to tackle skills shortages of certain companies and sectors or to cater to groups at risk of exclusion from the labour market. For example, some employer boards and trade unions have used their legal capacity to require labour authorities to call for exams that validate skills for certain economic sectors. Some non-profit organizations have also implemented the capacity to certify transversal skills that the Volunteering Act attributes to them. The Spanish Red Cross and the Catholic Caritas have been very active in this field (Vale, 2019).

Recently, the 2022 VET Act designed a common framework which sets equivalences between decisions of validation, occupational certificates, secondary education diplomas and partial recognition of the training units leading to VET diplomas (Government of Spain, 2022). In these terms, a new objective consists of encouraging the middle-aged population with a secondary education degree to apply for occupational certificates that deliver partial recognition of VET diplomas. Since many young people in the 1980s and 1990s did not seek VET degrees, which were, at the time, low-prestige, large numbers of these cohorts only have general secondary education certificates. Boosting the validation of prior learning might help reach European benchmarks in the coming years.

Nevertheless, an array of hurdles has hampered the implementation of the validation procedures. Funding shortcomings and misunderstandings between educational and employment authorities have reiteratively disrupted the bridges between the school academic years and the training opportunities delivered by the public employment service. One-size-fits-all solutions typically overlook the needs of the groups that are more directly affected by social vulnerability. Active welfare has not been connected to active labour market policies, including validation of the prior knowledge of societies’ worst-off (Chisvert-Tarazona et al., 2019).

Despite expanding enrolment and legal reforms, practitioners are generally sceptical about the potential of Spain’s validation schemes. Most do not believe authorities are going to honour the promises conveyed by the recent law, not least because the measures that were introduced two decades ago have not been fully implemented. In addition, both human resources experts and many workers blame validation schemes for neglecting small and medium enterprises. In their view, the regulations rely on actions requiring the institutional capacity of big companies. Many young adults and long-term unemployed adults lack support and guidance during their personal transitions between leaving the family home, searching for jobs and undertaking education and training. Administrative problems and severe socio-economic circumstances often leave the worst-off out of the range of standard upskilling programmes (Chisvert-Tarazona et al., 2019).

Conclusion

In the EU, the policy designs of compulsory, vocational, adult and higher education have converged into a common framework which prioritizes learning outcomes. This chapter looked at EURDYDICE’s (2023) descriptions of lifelong learning across member states of the EU to compare six selected countries and reviewed literature on the validation of prior learning in Italy, Portugal and Spain.

We conclude that Austria, Finland and Germany have elaborated full-fledged narratives of lifelong learning programmes. In Austria and Germany, these prioritize employability; in Finland, they consider social empowerment. In contrast, Italy and Spain have responded to the inquiries of EURYDICE (2020) with lists of legal reforms that will, allegedly, develop lifelong learning in the two countries. Although its rationale is not as systematic as the rationales of Austria, Finland and Germany, Portugal has responded to EURYDICE with a qualified picture on ongoing changes towards the generalization of a national scheme which validates the prior learning of many adults.

A close examination of Italy, Portugal and Spain sheds some light on the ongoing reforms in these countries. Although several governments have attempted to design an encompassing scheme, each of the three countries has followed an idiosyncratic sequence of change in the last decades. Italy introduced a qualifications framework as a response to the structural adjustment required by the European Commission, the European Central Bank and the International Monetary Fund in 2010. That reform led different ministries and levels of government to adopt their own criteria, thus requiring further harmonization. Portugal has implemented a policy that, even with some intermittences, facilitates access to adult learning programmes through the local adult learning centres. Despite unstable political support, this policy has underpinned a statistical trend towards improving learning outcomes in the last twenty years. In Spain, a sequence of legal innovation started in the mid-2000s but those schemes were not fully implemented. Although recent reforms have set very ambitious goals, many professionals are sceptical because previous reforms failed to deliver.

The introduction of this volume argues that policymakers often adopt one-size-fits-all definitions of learning outcomes which can render statistical data meaningless without considering the context. Our analysis, based on consulted documentation and literature, supports this thesis with several points. First, while some EU member states have developed clear definitions of learning during and after compulsory education, others struggle with these concepts. Second, even among countries with official definitions, there is disagreement on the importance of learning for employment and empowerment. Third, although European institutions’ recommendations have prompted Italy, Portugal and Spain to expand schemes for validating prior learning among adults, the implementation of these reforms has been uneven. For instance, Portugal has successfully validated a significant number of individuals, whereas Italy and Spain continue to face major obstacles.

Ultimately, the concept of prior learning is not converging across these six countries. In addition to the varying emphasis on job-seeking and personal development in Central European and Nordic countries, another difference is that prior learning has become a tangible asset for many people in these countries, as it has in Portugal. However, it remains an opaque, bureaucratic procedure in Italy and Spain.

Notes

1 This study draws on the research project Constructing Learning Outcomes in Europe: A Multi-Level Analysis of (Under)Achievement in the Life Course (CLEAR) is exploring the factors that affect the quality of learning outcomes across European regions. It is conducted between 2022 and 2025 in eight EU countries, including Austria, Finland, Germany, Italy, Portugal and Spain as well as Bulgaria and Greece (for more information, please visit: https://clear-horizon.eu/; the project has received funding from the European Union’s Horizon Europe research and innovation funding programme under Grant Agreement No. 101061155).
2 Drawing on a long tradition of public policies and social pacts between employers, trade unions and authorities, Austria, Germany and Finland have implemented wide apprenticeship schemes, career guidance and skills services since the 1970s. In the early 2000s, Italy, Portugal and Spain started to design institutional regimes that emulate these older arrangements.
3 The recognition of competencies by the CPIA is regulated by the Decree of the President of the Republic n. 263/2012 (Gazzetta Ufficiale, 2012), and it has been further operationalized by the practical guidelines included in the Ministerial Decree of 12 March 2015 (Gazzetta Ufficiale, 2015).
4 Atlante del Lavoro e delle Qualificazioni. Atlante del Lavoro. http://atlantelavoro.inapp.org/

5 The translation of Libretto formativo del Cittadino may vary. For example, in French it can be translated as livret formatif du citoyen or livret des expériences du citoyen; in English, Citizen Training Booklet or National Portfolio of Competences; in Portuguese, Portfolio de Competências-Chave.
6 During many months of the Covid pandemic, validation of non-formal and informal learning took place online. For more information, see https://www.anqep.gov.pt/np4?newsId=24&fileName=PA_2022_ANQEP_15Dez2021_VF.pdf. In present times, validation takes place mostly face-to-face; online activities are being held for occasions when face-to-face is not possible.
7 These centres are located in formal education and training institutions, such as schools, VET centres and in profit-making institutions (devoted to VET or enterprises willing to develop validation of non-formal and informal learning) and in non-governmental/civil society organizations. For more information, see https://www.qualifica.gov.pt/#/pesquisaCentros.
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A Review of European Policies on Socio-cultural Diversity in Education
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Introduction

Defining intended learning outcomes is regarded as critical in the development and implementation of formal educational and vocational training courses and programmes. This is because learning outcomes are used to identify and specify the numerous skills and competencies learners are expected to acquire while undertaking an educational or training activity. They may also emphasize the practical application of knowledge in real-world circumstances, the measurement of which is frequently limited to modes for assessing the extent and type of knowledge which has been ‘transferred’ to learners (CEDEFOP, 2022). Such assessment fails to account for the subjective and contextual elements influencing learning processes.

As Bennet and Brady (2012) argue, learning outcomes are not developed in isolation. We begin this chapter, therefore, by acknowledging the importance of using carefully designed learning outcomes which frame and give value to the diversity of people, contexts and relations which shape the experiences of learners.1 We understand diversity as the different combinations of the manifold, intersecting, structural dimensions influencing individuals’ social profiles. By extension, then, the convictions, ideologies and principles of those who construct these social profiles affect educational curricula and training activities. We thus advance the viewpoint that all learning outcomes should consider the variety of dimensions defining the learners’ social profiles and, thereby, aim at fostering inclusive approaches to learning. We contend that, when designing learning outcomes, education policymakers and practitioners have largely neglected the crucial importance of diversity, equity and inclusion. In their reliance on an assumption of linear learning, the significance of these imperative conditions is disregarded (Hussey & Smith, 2008; Johnson et al., 2021; Moreu, Isenberg & Brauer, 2021; OECD, 2023; UNESCO, 2017).

To examine how educational policies address socio-cultural diversity and inclusion as integral components of education and training, this chapter offers a succinct overview of sixteen European legislation and policy initiatives in the fields of vocational education and training (VET) and adult education between the years 1976 and 2021. We note that these policies draw attention to the potential benefits of clearly predefined learning outcomes. Nevertheless, the chapter argues, these policies remain ambiguous, despite the fact that they have been extensively embraced in various European education and training systems. We contend they primarily serve as a normative discourse for management objectives rather than actually fostering diversity and inclusion (Vakali, 2020; Van Stolk et al., 2007; Zepke et al., 2006). The chapter demonstrates that the ways in which learning outcomes are described do not adequately reflect the desired objectives and shows that the rationale informing educational policymaking is often not related to the sought learning outcomes. This, according to Fuentes, Zelaya and Madsen (2021), may result in a failure to enhance learners’ performance.

Why is diversity important for constructing learning outcomes?

Due to globalization and intra-European and international migration, European societies are changing demographically. Subsequently, socio-cultural diversity is evident in all forms of education. Indeed, studies (e.g. Hurtado, 2001; Mudau, 2018) suggest that the capacity to see and give value to cultural differences among learners promotes engaging and inclusive learning experiences. These scholars show that teaching staff using this approach tend to connect the curriculum to students’ personal experiences, acknowledging the importance of incorporating students’ socio-cultural backgrounds into the educational environment and using students’ existing knowledge and skills to support learning new content. Other studies (e.g. Johnson et al., 2021; Van Stolk, 2007; Zepke et al., 2006) indicate that the presence of diverse learners in educational settings directly affects their academic outcomes. Further, allowing students to interact with diverse people boosts their creativity and educational outcomes (Arvanitis, 2020; Moreu, Isenberg & Brauer, 2021; Vakali, 2020). However, Ainscow (2020) suggests the public debate about diversity fails to adequately engage with what is occurring within educational environments, that is, the many formal and informal educational settings in which youths learn. We argue, similarly, that diversity also remains largely ignored in educational policies in Europe. As Konan and colleagues (2010) note, when educational and learning contexts are assumed to be homogeneous, there is a failure to recognize differences between learners.

At all the different levels of designing learning outcomes, from policymaking to daily educational practices, we propose, the diversity of both individuals and educational settings needs to be acknowledged and valued. In this, we adopt the premise that learning outcomes which are designed according to students’ needs and with a thorough understanding of their learning environments can contribute to fostering positive experiences within the educational system for a large variety of learners (Arievitch, 2020; Tchibozo, 2022) and reduce the harmful pressure students often feel about educational performance (UNESCO, 2005).

The notion of intersectionality is, therefore, a crucial element of diversity and inclusive education. The concept of intersectionality suggests that, to gain a comprehensive understanding of an individual’s identity and lived experiences, it is essential to acknowledge the interconnectedness of the many identity markers of an individual (Bešić, 2020). Such an approach highlights the interplay of multiple elements underlying the discriminatory practices within educational settings targeting distinct student populations. For instance, according to Monteith, Burns and Hildebrand (2019), giving students resources to understand and address social justice disparities improves their bias literacy and helps them to recognize and acknowledge their own and others’ biases. Similarly, Morris and Ashburn-Nardo (2010) propose that learning about different subjects improves receptivity and comprehension, thus fostering multi-culturalism, and Elicker and colleagues (2009) attest that positive diversity experiences can increase learners’ desire to improve their communities’ well-being. Gurin and colleagues (2002) further advocate that discussing diversity issues helps students develop positive values and attitudes, while Bowman (2010) argues that inclusive education improves the critical thinking and levels of achievement of both majority and minority students.

Despite this scholarship demonstrating the benefits of valuing the contribution of different profiles of learners to individual and collective learning and growth, and despite some steps being made at the supra-national level (Arievitch, 2020), such intentions are, however, rarely apparent in the national educational systems of diverse European countries.

A potential paradigm shift towards redressing this involves changing perceptions of inclusive education from ‘special needs education’ to ‘education for all’. In 2005 and 2017, UNESCO defined inclusion as the involvement of all students in the educational system. More explicitly, UNICEF (2014) advocates inclusion as a process which helps to overcome barriers limiting the presence, participation and achievement of all learners regardless of individual differences. The idea is to change the system to fit the student, instead of ‘changing’ the student to fit the system. These organizations define inclusive education as a dynamic process which is constantly evolving according to the local culture and context as it seeks to enable communities, systems and structures to combat discrimination and celebrate diversity (OECD, 2023; UNICEF, 2014). However, at the national level, inclusive education is often defined differently: the European Commission (2018) found that, in the educational policies of many European countries, diversity is still viewed as a deficiency. Policy priorities tend towards compensatory acts rather than embracing the potential of diversity to the educational systems. Limited awareness and understanding of diversity and unidentified or unacknowledged prejudices and stereotypes make diversity promotion difficult (Billingsley, 2004).

It seems that many governments fail to recognize the full extent of the potential diversity offers and regard diversity as a superficial notion. However, diversity should not be seen as a trite or overused concept. Diversity has multiple dimensions: it can pertain to both tangible and intangible qualities and it encompasses the various distinctions among individuals, including their ethnicity, gender, sexual orientation, language, culture, religion, mental and physical abilities, socio-economic status and immigration status (OECD, 2023; UNESCO, 2017). Nevertheless, it seems that the influence of a variety of cultural, social, economic and political factors within the broader socio-cultural context in which learners operate on the educational achievements of learners is often overlooked. In an educational setting, it is insufficient to just recognize student diversity based on factors like skin colour, sexual orientation, gender, religion or ethno-cultural background (Johnson et al., 2021). It is imperative to contemplate the essential knowledge students need to acquire and the most effective methods for them to learn; for example, as Gurin and colleagues (2002) suggest, by engaging them with real-life scenarios which are meaningful to them. Hurtado (2001) emphasizes the importance of understanding the intricate elements of students’ cultures which impact their academic achievement. Factors such as prosperity, disparity, diversity and cultural conventions all contribute to how learning is valued and how learners’ motivation for academic achievement is fostered (Scheerens, 2016).

Generating learning outcomes needs, therefore, to entail more than merely conveying and evaluating assignments: the process should also consider the possible accomplishments of the array of students within any particular academic environment. The lack of clarity in the process of establishing learning objectives is often attributed to the approach taken towards them, as we discuss next.

The institutional learning outcomes approach: A real challenge for education and training

An institutional learning outcome is a statement of what a learner, who is enrolled in a given programme, is expected to accomplish and be able to do successfully upon the completion of the programme (CEDEFOP, 2024). While they are commonly found within assessment plans, the true value of learning outcomes is realized when they are actively utilized in the learning environment, acting as valuable tools to guide and support learners (Hussey & Smith, 2008). There are certain limitations to the use of the term ‘learning outcome’ in relation to the various elements of a comprehensive educational curriculum which ultimately leads to the achievement of a recognized credential, like a degree. As the distance between the learner and the teacher in a classroom grows, the learning outcomes tend to become more distant, generalized and less applicable (see Astin, 1993). Therefore, the focus becomes the quantification of educational performances, overlooking the learners’ socio-cultural variability. However, Pontuso and Thornton (2008) suggest that the data generated from outcomes assessment lacks significant utility. These scholars also argue that, despite the supposed democratic nature of current assessment practices, the principle of learning outcomes has been and will continue to be used in ways that are fundamentally undemocratic. Research studies (e.g. Au, 2022) bear out this claim, suggesting that high-stakes testing may contribute to the exacerbation of educational inequality. Instead of narrowing the achievement gap, as often advocated by proponents of standardized testing, these learning outcomes assessments seem to widen the disparity between high- and low-achieving students (Morris & Ashburn-Nardo, 2010).

The utilization of learning outcomes as a means of evaluating and assessing educators, rather than as a pedagogical instrument for teaching and learning, has also been highlighted (Hussey & Smith, 2008). Here, the focus on learning outcomes is primarily influenced by administrative and regulatory demands, rather than promoting meaningful educational experiences that actively involve learners with the curriculum (Hussey & Smith, 2008). This represents the culmination of the institutional approach to learning outcomes. Bennet and Brady (2012) further note that, in the past century’s efficiency movement and in discussions on learning outcomes led by policymakers, educators were often seen as passive recipients rather than active participants in the educational process (see also Ainscow, 2020; CEDEFOP, 2022; Fuentes, Zelaya & Madsen, 2021; Johnson et al., 2021; Moreu, Isenberg & Brauer, 2021; OECD, 2023).

It is important to emphasize that institutional learning outcomes, despite their intention to measure an institution’s impact on learning, do not accurately reflect the range of dimensions intervening in shaping learning processes. Institutional learning outcomes purposefully deviate from the traditional method of formal education, which typically includes the establishment of ‘predictive’ learning objectives (see Mudau, 2018) and planning and assigning common assessment tasks to all learners in accordance with the established assessment policy, by placing a high importance on evaluating flexible and adaptable ‘emergent’ learning outcomes (Brown, 2007). Thus, they underscore the importance of factors indirectly associated with learning, such as those that make the learning experience enjoyable, inspiring and interesting for the learners. While these indicators are valuable in assessing institutional success, they still overlook the crucial aspect of evaluating actual learning and should not be used to predict the effectiveness of a specific learning activity.

Taking this approach to the application of learning outcomes into account, we review some key European policies which affect young adults’ learning outcomes, with a focus on socio-cultural diversity. The goal is to observe how these policies operate and to what extent they respond adequately to the challenges caused by socio-cultural diversity in education.

Policy review: Highlighting diversity as an element of learning outcomes

While it can be difficult to appraise the extent to which the factors discussed above are projected into the various education policies, what is more accessible at the policy level is the direct reference to the value of diversity and inclusion. Hence, we review sixteen European policy documents (Table 6.1) which explicitly address diversity in education – particularly young adults’ VET but also adult learning – and examine the extent to which diversity is related to learning outcomes. These key policies cover the period 1976 to 2021: from ‘the Council Directive on the implementation of the principle of equal treatment for men and women as regards access to employment, vocational training and promotion and working conditions’, to ‘the Council Resolution on a new European agenda for adult learning 2021–2030’. Over this period, the European Union (EU) expanded significantly which intensified migration and, thus, led to more intensive changes in the demographic and cultural characteristics of the member states. This could be considered a reason to develop and implement more active and specific policies towards diversity in education. The review of the official documents focuses on VET, as it prepares young adults for a profession, provides skills development in a wide range of professional fields, facilitates school-to-work transitions and is directly linked to productivity and competitiveness at a national level (CEDEFOP, 2011).


Table 6.1 The key European policy documents reviewed.




	Year


	Policy document







	1976


	Council Directive 76/207/EEC of 9 February 1976 on the implementation of the principle of equal treatment for men and women as regards access to employment, vocational training and promotion, and working conditions2





	1987


	Commission Recommendation 87/567/EEC of 24 November 1987 on vocational training for women3





	1989


	Council Decision 89/657/EEC of 18 December 1989 establishing an action programme to promote innovation in the field of vocational training resulting from technological change in the European Community (Eurotecnet)4





	1990


	Council Decision 90/267/EEC of 29 May 1990 establishing an action programme for the development of continuing vocational training in the European Community (Force)5





	2002


	Declaration of the European Ministers of Vocational Education and Training, and the European Commission, agreed in Copenhagen on 29 and 30 November 2002, on enhanced European cooperation in Vocational Education and Training ‘The Copenhagen Declaration’6





	2006


	Communiqué of the European Ministers of Vocational Education and Training, the European Social partners and the European Commission, convened in Helsinki on 5 December 2006 to review the priorities and strategies of the Copenhagen Process7





	2010


	The Bruges Communiqué on enhanced European Cooperation in Vocational Education and Training: Communiqué of the European Ministers for Vocational Education and Training, the European Social Partners and the European Commission, meeting in Bruges on 7 December 2010 to review the strategic approach and priorities of the Copenhagen process for 2011–20208





	2013


	Council Recommendation 2013/C120/01 of 22 April 2013 on establishing a Youth Guarantee9





	2016


	Commission staff working document accompanying the document Communication from the Commission to the European Parliament, the European Council, the Council, the European Economic and Social Committee and the Committee of the Regions – The Youth Guarantee and Youth Employment Initiative three years on10






	
	Council Recommendation 2016/C484/01 of 19 December 2016 on Upskilling Pathways: New Opportunities for Adults11





	2018


	Opinion of the Advisory Committee on Vocational Training on ‘The Future of Vocational Education and Training Post 2020’12





	2020


	Council Recommendation 2020/C372/01 of 30 October 2020 on A Bridge to Jobs – Reinforcing the Youth Guarantee and replacing the Council Recommendation of 22 April 2013 on establishing a Youth Guarantee13






	
	Council Recommendation of 24 November 2020 on vocational education and training (VET) for sustainable competitiveness, social fairness and resilience14





	2021


	Council Resolution on a new European agenda for adult learning 2021–203015






	
	Osnabrück Declaration on vocational education and training as an enabler of recovery and just transitions to digital and green economies16






	
	Proposal for a Council Recommendation on individual learning accounts17









The selected policies, although broad in context, encompass issues of diversity, inclusion, development of skills and competencies, and assessment in education and training. They also set the framework for funding educational, vocational and citizenship-building programmes, which encourage EU citizens to take advantage of opportunities to live, study and work in other member states. They advocate the importance of education and training for economic and social objectives (e.g. ‘the Bruges Communiqué on enhanced European Cooperation in Vocational Education and Training’) by urging the EU member states to work together to achieve specific goals such as green transition and digital economies (e.g. ‘the Osnabrück Declaration on vocational education and training as an enabler of recovery and just transitions to digital and green economies’) in the field of education through sharing examples of good policy practice such as by taking part in peer-learning activities, setting benchmarks and tracking progress against key indicators.

A majority of these policies tend to address diversity as a common denominator for achieving not only social equity but also economic development. This is not surprising considering the ambivalent meanings frequently conveyed in these kinds of policy documents. For example, ‘the Council Resolution on a new European agenda for adult learning 2021–2030’ published in November 2021 highlights the importance of a holistic approach to adult learning (assuming adult learners as a homogeneous group of people with similar learning needs):

Adult learning needs a holistic approach including inter-sectoral and multi-stakeholder collaboration, and effective coordination at European, national, regional and local levels, respecting the diverse models of adult learning in the European Union and fully respecting the specific competences of the different policy levels.

(Council of the European Union, 2021, p. 8)

This presents a contradiction which is difficult to ignore, especially considering the various formal, non-formal and informal adult learning contexts, as well as the vast multiplicity of individual learners’ needs. These aspects are aligned to the institutional learning outcomes approach discussed previously. If we take VET as an example – since it tends to be more diversified than other educational and learning contexts due to the involvement of social partners – the Osnabrück Declaration (European Commission, 2021a) contains only one mention of diversity which suggests that actions at the national level need to include: ‘Develop[ment] [of] targeted information measures on the benefits of CVET and ensure user-friendly access to information on IVET and CVET offers at national and regional levels addressing gender and other stereotypes for an equal, fair and diverse society’ (European Commission, 2021a, p. 9).

Similarly, ‘the Council Recommendation of 24 November 2020 on VET for sustainable competitiveness, social fairness and resilience’ also makes one single reference to diversity when it suggests that:

Teachers, trainers and other staff in vocational education and training undertake initial and continuing professional development in order to: deliver high-quality training; foster technical and digital skills and effective innovative training methods, including teaching in virtual environment; in line with state of the art vocational and digital pedagogy, work with digital learning tools, and in diverse and multicultural environments. Their career paths become more attractive through broader recruitment approaches, enhanced career opportunities, as well as strengthened cooperation between vocational teachers/trainers and companies and other workplaces.

(Council of the European Union, 2020a, p. 7)

Along the same lines, ‘the Opinion of the Advisory Committee on Vocational Training’ (European Commission, 2018) contains four mentions of diversity, three of which refer to the diverse VET systems and providers. Only one notes that:

Demographic changes and migration are among the greatest challenges in Europe, with an impact on the supply of skilled labour, their diversity, the structure of jobs, intensity of skills shortages and provision of VET. Skills development strategies in a given country will also need to take into account migration and integration policies and employers’ human resources and training practices towards young and adults, including foreign/cross-border workers or third-country nationals.

(European Commission, 2018, p. 4)

Although diversity and inclusion are, thus, widely acknowledged as influential factors in the realm of VET, there is no relevance conceded to the construction of learning outcomes as a common denominator in this equation. It seems diversity is seen more as an enabler rather than an active strategy for enhancing learning.

The Copenhagen Process (European Commission, 2006) has also stressed the importance of inclusivity in European VET policy. In this sense, VET is inclusive when it is accessible to any who needs it to work and participate in society. Similarly, the Recommendation of 24 November 2020 (Council of the European Union, 2020b) and a variety of texts from both before and during the Copenhagen Process have acknowledged the importance of addressing specific social groups (such as people with disabilities, low-qualified/skilled persons, minorities, people with migrant background and people with fewer opportunities because of their geographical location and/or their social-economically disadvantaged situation) and individual social circumstances. This recognition is critical to ensuring that individuals from these groups have equal access to and success in VET.

Gender equality has also received considerable attention. The 1976 Directive, known as ‘the Directive on the principle of equal treatment for men and women’ (Council of the European Union, 1976), prohibited gender-based discrimination in the field of VET. Similarly, the 1990 Decision (Council of the European Union, 1990), which established the Force programme, urged member states to actively foster equal opportunities for men and women in terms of their participation in ongoing vocational training. The Helsinki Communiqué of 2006 raised awareness about gender disparities in technology. However, the CEDEFOP-ETF synthesis report on the Bruges Communiqué found that nearly half the member states had no VET inclusivity initiatives in 2010 (CEDEFOP, 2015). To this end, financial measures were implemented to support such initiatives in various countries, albeit to varying degrees (Tchibozo, 2022). The 2020 Council Recommendation (Council of the European Union, 2020b) recommends achieving a gender balance in traditionally male- and female-dominated occupations and collectively addressing gender-related and other stereotypes. It also recommends targeted training and interventions to social groups in vulnerable situations.

To promote relevant policies at the national level, the EU has implemented novel strategies for inclusivity. The Youth Guarantee was established by the Council through Recommendation 2013/C120/01 on 22 April 2013 (Council of the European Union, 2013). The objective of the programme is to guarantee that individuals under the age of twenty-five who are not engaged in employment, education or training will be provided with an employment offer or an opportunity for additional studies, an apprenticeship or internship within four months from the commencement of their condition. According to the provisions outlined in the 2013 Recommendation, it is critical to ensure that those young people are furnished with the necessary information, guidance and tailored support services to effectively exercise this entitlement. Individuals who possess inadequate professional qualifications should be granted opportunities to engage in qualification paths or second-chance programmes, enabling them to acquire the necessary credentials.

In the 2016 report by the European Commission regarding the implementation of the Youth Guarantee, it was observed that, by 2014, all member states had formulated a plan to establish the aforementioned mechanism with certain states having commenced its implementation (European Commission, 2016). The implementation of Unit Certification in vocational secondary schools in French-speaking Belgium took place in 2011. The system involves organizing every VET programme by dividing it into units of learning outcomes, where each unit encompasses a coherent collection of learning outcomes that are capable of being assessed and verified. The learner can progressively verify the various units until they achieve the desired training aim. The implementation of Unit Certification has been progressively executed, gradually encompassing a limited number of additional vocational specializations annually (see Tchibozo, 2022).

In the majority of member states, implementation of this policy only commenced in 2015. For example, Germany, Greece and Luxembourg have implemented national Youth Guarantee schemes which have facilitated the inclusion of beneficiaries in VET programmes, with Luxembourg implementing a diverse array of training programmes catering to various groups. In Spain, the Action Plan for Youth Employment 2019–2021 encompasses a range of initiatives aimed at addressing the needs of young individuals who have prematurely discontinued their education and training. The primary objective of these actions is to equip the young people with essential language and mathematical skills which will facilitate their future access to VET opportunities.

Several member states have chosen to increase the upper age limit for individuals eligible to receive benefits, extending it from twenty-five to twenty-nine years, and/or mandated that the offers extended to beneficiaries adhere to minimum quality standards, which vary among countries. On 30 October 2020, the age limit for eligibility for the Youth Guarantee programme was expanded to twenty-nine years across the entire union, as stated in Council Recommendation 2020/C372/01 (Council of the European Union, 2020a). Additionally, the programme was strengthened through the realization of various principles, including the identification of the target group, provision of relevant services and assessment of skills requirements, the establishment of early warning systems to prevent individuals from falling into a state of need, pre-implementation preparation, individualized remedial measures and emphasis on the acquisition of digital competencies.

As a result of this policy review, we stress the importance of a more in-depth understanding of varied perspectives in European policymaking, highlighting diversity as an important variable in the building of educational outcomes. Policies and measures towards diversity and inclusion are inevitably shaped in accordance with current socio-cultural contexts at the national, regional and local levels. This problematizes their action and effectiveness, requiring much flexibility in their development and implementation. Therefore, a proper evaluation of these policies also requires a thorough study of the national and regional features in which they are embedded.

Although the European policies presented here only touch on the issue of diversity and inclusion rather superficially, and despite the lack of data on how the policies work and how adequate they are to the current youth situation, their very existence and implementation at the national and regional levels is indicative of the EU’s willingness to build a working strategy to improve the learning outcomes of young people, especially those in vocational training and non-working and non-learning youth (the NEETs group).

Conclusion

The implementation of European policies in education entails a need for serious analyses of their degree of adequacy. At a national level, learning outcomes serve as the foundation for national qualifications frameworks, and they are increasingly influencing the definition of qualifications and curricula as well as the orientation of evaluation, teaching and training. At the same time, diversity as a component in any strategy which addresses the need for inclusive learning outcomes is essential for connecting with students and their families, reducing stereotyping and providing positive role models. European policies and initiatives are rarely fully aligned with their specific social and economic contexts and existing youth issues (Kovacheva, 2020). Thus, their effectiveness as a means for improving and fulfilling young people’s lives and for providing social protection remains questionable.

A majority of the policies reviewed in this chapter recognize the value of diversity but only as an issue that can be addressed formally. This makes the educational process less engaging for learners. Our review of the European policies and initiatives presented above points to the growing need to ensure strategies promoting diversity are at the centre of education policies, which are increasingly seen as a force shaping not only the learning outcomes but also young people’s life attitudes and values. The active participation of all parties involved in the process – learners, teachers and educational institutions – is essential for the development of new approaches (González Falcón, 2018).

The institutional learning outcomes approach is systematically promoted in the EU’s policy agenda for education, training and employment. What is clear so far is that this approach connects important European tools developed over the last decade, most notably the European Qualification Frameworks (EQF) but also the European Credit Transfer System (ECTS) and the European Credits for Vocational Education and Training (ECVET). Devices such as the institutional learning outcomes approach contribute to shaping the ‘institutional mark’ on young people as they often function as means for strictly assessing the quantity – and, to an often lesser extent, the quality – of the acquired learning. They also perform the role of ‘mediating tools’ between the educational and the professional domains within the local landscapes of lifelong learning policies (Benasso et al., 2022). Consequently, approaches which inform the processes of construction of learning outcomes with attention to diversity can impact factors that go far beyond the educational sphere.

As certain scholars in the field of education and training suggest (e.g. Arievitch, 2020; Arvanitis, 2020; Mudau, 2018), the institutional learning outcomes approach can easily be reduced to mere rhetoric, having little effect on education, training and learning practices. Some (Adam, 2006; Haasler & Erpenbeck, 2008; Pontuso & Thornton, 2008; Thomas, 2002) go even further, stating that uncritical use of the learning outcomes approach may prove harmful. A key question which needs to be asked is whether the increased attention to learning outcomes will make any positive difference at the local level and to individual learners. While the institutional learning outcomes approach is a visible part of the overarching education and training policymaking, it is not always clear how this perspective influences the definition of standards, curricula, teaching and assessment practices and, eventually, individual learning conditions.

As a pivotal dimension of young people’s biographies, education strongly shapes their social trajectories and self-determination: it can foster or hinder their capacity to aspire. Thus, learning outcomes should be shaped by their contexts. They must have the capacity to challenge traditional learning processes, in terms of practices and reproduced knowledge, where necessary and should recognize diversity as providing value to educational actors, their relationships and the production and transmission of knowledge.

Notes

1 This chapter draws on the research project Constructing Learning Outcomes in Europe: A Multi-Level Analysis of (Under)Achievement in the Life Course (CLEAR), which is exploring the factors that affect the quality of learning outcomes across European regions. CLEAR is conducted between 2022 and 2025 in eight EU countries, including Austria, Bulgaria, Finland, Germany, Greece, Italy, Portugal and Spain. For more information, please visit: https://clear-horizon.eu/. The project has received funding from the European Union’s Horizon Europe research and innovation funding programme under Grant Agreement No. 101061155.
2 Source: Council of the European Union (1976).
3 Source: European Commission (1987).
4 Source: Council of the European Union (1989).
5 Source: Council of the European Union (1990).
6 Source: European Commission (2002).
7 Source: European Commission (2006).
8 Source: European Commission (2010)
9 Source: Council of the European Union (2013).
10 Source: European Commission (2016).
11 Source: Council of the European Union (2016).
12 Source: European Commission (2018).
13 Source: Council of the European Union (2020a).
14 Source: Council of the European Union (2020b).
15 Source: Council of the European Union (2021)
16 Source: European Commission (2021a).
17 Source: European Commission (2021b).
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Introduction

At first glance, and according to the dominant view, learning outcomes may appear to be objective and measurable: they are quantifiable ‘outputs’ of the learners’ trajectories within the educational system. However, the CLEAR project1 takes a different perspective. CLEAR aims to explore the processual character of the construction of learning outcomes, as one which is necessarily situated and shaped by the relationships among various actors in the field of education. To further deepen this exploration and enhance the relational dimension of the analysis, CLEAR complements its more ‘traditional’ mixed-methods research scheme with participatory research actions. This makes the project particularly relevant for the discussion provided in this chapter, as it experiments with an integration of a Transversal Participatory Approach (TPA).2 Justification for applying the TPA in CLEAR is predicated on two main reasons. The first is to increase the project’s overall capacity to give value to the different voices animating the field of education and to find proper languages to engage, relate with, inform and better understand them. The second regards the reflexivity potentially triggered by the participatory methods in all those involved in the research, considering educational environments as ‘spaces’ where (especially) youths can exercise their relationship with institutions. As we will discuss, educational institutions are involved in the broader processes of de-socialization and de-institutionalization (Touraine, 1997) of society; that is, the weakening of the mechanisms of transmission to new generations of the roles, norms and values that guide social life, and the disruption of the mechanisms of belonging to groups and institutions capable of stabilizing their internal cohesion and managing their own transformation.

This does not imply the simple dissolution of institutions. On the contrary, it requires them to rethink their role as a support for the subjectivation of young people; the process through which autonomous subjectivities – active agents of social change – are shaped. Subjectivation, in the context of educational processes, is to be understood as complementary to the process of socialization as the formation of social actors called upon for the reproduction of norms and roles (Dubet, 2007). Given their impact in shaping learners’ biographies and promoting specific forms of knowledge and, broadly, profiles of citizenship (Benasso et al., 2022), the processes of construction of learning outcomes are a crucial dimension of social integration (see the introduction of this volume). Therefore, fostering a collective and participatory reflection on the dynamics and power (un)balances, which intervene in producing learning outcomes, can support different actors in acquiring a deeper awareness of their individual relation with institutions.

This chapter will discuss the reasons why research on learning outcomes, and education more generally, can benefit from the integration of participatory methods, showing the main theoretical and methodological references considered when designing the TPA for CLEAR.

Why participation matters?

Long-lasting processes such as individualization (the emancipation of the individual from traditional models of self-definition) and de-politicization (the removal of the political character of collective decisions) (Alteri, Leccardi & Raffini, 2017; Beck, 1992) impact social bonds, the relationship between individuals and the dominant understanding of membership in social groups.

As these dimensions are changed, both in their structure and cultural framing, the very notion of social integration is transformed which introduces a new ‘grammar of society’. For this new grammar to be read by social research, methodological and epistemological approaches that can fit the profound change of concepts such as education and socialization, participation become necessary. More precisely, attention must be placed on the progressive emancipation of individuals from traditional models of self-definition as subjective identity conforms less and less to models transmitted by reference groups (from primary groups to, in a broader sense, class and other structures). To frame these changes, we draw from Touraine (1997), who sees individualization as a result of the processes of ‘de-socialization’ and ‘de-institutionalization’. The former impacts the intergenerational continuity in terms of roles, values and norms. The second refers to the increasing ‘gap’ between individuals and institutions which, usually, pairs broader room for subjective agency with a reduced institutional ‘grip’ on individual lives. These processes foster forms of de-traditionalization which erode the linear reproduction of norms, values and identities. As a ‘side effect’ of the expanding freedom of self-determination, individuals are charged with the responsibility of autonomously constructing their biographies by operating choices with limited possibility to draw from institutionalized courses of action. Individuals’ choices and identities become increasingly more difficult to understand as consequences of subjective adaptation to social roles. However, a tendency to reproduce an ‘over-socialized’ vision of society is still quite widespread in social research. It implies that social actors are often involved in research as mere ‘information bearers’ to be activated by researchers who ‘discover’ the effects of structures through the analysis of their stories.

At the same time, an ‘ultra-individualized’ view of social integration risks representing society as a network of monads who act according to their interests, identification and values. Thanks to its consistency with the neoliberal ideology, this latter vision resonates in many educational and labour market policies targeting young people in the last decades (see, for instance, the European Commission’s Youth Guarantee).3 Such approaches are focused on the empowerment of self-managing individuals. They often produce a Matthew effect (Merton, 1968), which selects the ‘best deserving’ and ends up stigmatizing those who, due to their own failure, are not skilled enough.

Challenges are, thus, raised in terms of epistemological framing of the objects of social research and operationalization of the concepts that lead it as well as of power balances among the involved actors. A step forward can be made by acknowledging that no dimension of social research – research questions, objects, definitions of leading concepts, research designs and goals – is neutral. Rather, social research is always situated; both in contextual and ‘political’ terms, and the knowledge produced by research necessarily embodies this ‘partiality’4 as it results from the negotiation of different views and values. Furthermore, social sciences show an emancipatory potential when they provide tools to understand that society is a social construction. Such an acknowledgement implies that the current models of society could also be different and that critical social science can empower people to actively participate in creating social change instead of passively reproducing the social order. In this sense, participation can be considered a means for ‘biographical self-determination in public and/or through the use of public institutions’ (Walther et al., 2020, p. 3). From this, different actions carried out in and/or addressing the public can be interpreted as participation.

The application of participatory methods presents as a good strategy to find a balance between the different visions of the relationship of individuals to structure which inform the epistemological approaches in social science and, thus, enhance the emancipatory impact of related research. Indeed, participatory research can be seen to recognize and value the sub-political dimension of social research. This dimension is revealed through the interactions among participating individuals, none of whom are passive recipients but actors in the production of knowledge – and of society – by the expression of their views.

Participatory methods typically display a strong heterogeneity and manifold ways of application. However, by drawing from Melucci’s (1998) reflections on the characteristics of non-standard methods able to fit the changes in society, we can find several common threads among them:

• The centrality of language: There is no actual understanding without the mediation of languages which are always situated and contextualized, not least according to structural dimensions such as gender, age and ethnicity. Consequently, a participatory research process must create conditions for the people involved to express themselves in their ‘natural’ languages.

• A profound redefinition of the relationship between the observer and the field: ‘One could say that, from an observer-field dichotomy, these methods promote a shift towards an observer-in-the-field connection. Everything that is observed in social reality is observed by someone, who is in turn embedded in social relations’ (1998, p. 22). For these reasons, the ‘traditional’ role of the observer and the relationship between the observer and the so-called ‘research object’ can be subverted in participatory research.

• The double hermeneutic in which social research is caught: That is, social research does not produce ‘absolute’ knowledge but ‘plausible interpretations of how actors, in turn, make sense of their actions’ (1998, p. 23). As participatory research necessarily produces situated knowledge, it abandons any purpose of generalization.

• A shift from the idea that research results are, in themselves, transparent because they are conveyed through the language of the scientific community to the idea that ‘every presentation of results is a form of narration’ (1998, p. 23). It is just one possible strategy among others and this recognition introduces a perspective accepting of a polyphony of voices participating in the research. Participatory research makes polyphony one of its key characteristics and fosters methodological reflection about the possibility of creating favourable conditions for it.

Overall, these features lead to a redefinition of the very aims of social research whose objective is no longer explaining reality as independent from the observer. Rather, it is a form of translation of the meanings produced within a certain system of relations to another system of relations; namely, the one between the scientific community and society at large. Researchers are in charge of this translation, mediating with the involved people who express their views through different languages. In terms of research design, moving away from the linear connection between hypothesis and verification, the shift is towards a recursive, emergent process of explanation that produces knowledge through the dialogical exchange among participants. To use Brown’s words, ‘participatory research is not a single, unified methodology, but a problematic approach to research, which continues to make assumptions about knowledge-production and the value and worth of research’ (2022, p. 202). Therefore, introducing participation in social research ruptures the schematization of research processes – from research questions to their empirical operationalization – with ongoing negotiations of the very meanings and aims of the research which are always, potentially, subject to revision, deviations and reframing.

Impacts of the legacy of participatory approaches in social sciences on the CLEAR project

We can broadly frame participatory approaches in social sciences as manifold methods and techniques that involve the active participation of individuals or groups in the research process. They can engage stakeholders and/or communities at different stages of research from its design to the dissemination of its results. As a general aim, such approaches seek to contribute to the democratization of research and the accessibility of related knowledge. Examples of current applications of participatory approaches in social sciences include:

• Participatory Action Research. This is an approach entailing the active involvement of communities in identifying and addressing social issues and is one in which the research is conducted collaboratively, with the community members and researchers working together to design and implement interventions;

• Community-Based Participatory Research. This emphasizes the collaboration between researchers and communities to address the effects of inequalities with a strong sensibility for the territorial dimension. The community members play a significant role in the research process, including identifying research questions, collecting and analysing data and disseminating findings;

• Participatory Evaluation. Here, the involvement of stakeholders in the evaluation of programmes or interventions is paramount. Stakeholders provide feedback on the programme’s effectiveness, its relevance to the community and the appropriateness of the evaluation methodology; and

• Art-Based Methods. Manifold forms of participatory methods are included in this approach. They, collectively, consider the application of art to be a tool for relation, a means of expression beyond the boundaries of formal languages and a strategy to produce non-conventional data, often entailing forms of performativity for participants at both an expressive and bodily level.

The participatory actions provided in the TPA of the CLEAR project share with such approaches the common aim of overcoming, at least in some stages of the process, the ‘traditional’ hierarchy between researchers and involved people. They also share the ambition of producing results usable by the very heterogeneous stakeholders in the field of education (from policymakers to young learners) and stimulating stakeholders’ reflexivity.5 Particularly relevant, in this sense, is the organization of Innovation Forums (IFs) in each partner country in the concluding months of the project. IFs are deliberative spaces aimed at stimulating debate and collective knowledge production among the diverse profiles of social actors reached in the previous stages of the research. IFs are locally organized public events involving CLEAR’s different target groups. Members of these groups meet researchers from the project to discuss together CLEAR’s results, learnings and open questions. Based on stimuli deriving from the previous lines of empirical research, during the IFs, group discussions will be managed to pursue the full participation of the different stakeholders (from policymakers to young people) and to enable everyone to express themselves, in their own language, seeking to stimulate an open exchange. They perform the double function of a further elaboration of the results gathered through the mixed-methods approach of CLEAR and a deeper adaptation of the research outputs.

In designing the TPA, the lessons learned from a few seminal experiences of the application of participation in social research have also been considered. Particular regard has been given to the understanding of emancipatory education in the critical pedagogy of Freire (1970), the collaboration in the definition of the problems to be tackled by research in Lewin’s Action Research (1946) and, above all, the creation of conditions for collective deliberation in Touraine’s Sociological Intervention (Touraine, 1981).

In the 1970s, the Brazilian philosopher and educator Paulo Freire (1970) developed his critical pedagogy to overcome standardized models of education and promote new forms of popular education. According to Freire, education should be an empowering experience rather than a mere means of transmitting learning content as is usually interpreted in educational systems. To overcome the ‘banking’ (1970) dynamic, where teachers ‘deposit’ knowledge in ‘learners-depositories’ (Jacobs, 2018), Freire posits that educational processes should be participatory and aim to support students in a shared process of identity formation. This is achievable only through a collaborative process in which both teacher and students are active. However, to make participation a two-way process, not only must teachers encourage students to take an active role in determining their educational paths but they must also critically revise their own privilege; thus, opening themselves up to learning from their students. In this, we can find a significant methodological proposal in terms of subversion of the powers in knowledge definition and production. Furthermore, according to Freire, participation is not only important for individual learning but also for social and political transformation. He argued that education should not only help individuals develop their understanding of the world but also stimulate a critical consciousness that enables them to identify and challenge the inequalities they face. This model of pedagogy, thereby, considers the field of education to be a potential place for societal transformation as it seeks to foster a change-oriented collective reflexivity6 through individual empowerment.

The Action Research method was devised by social psychologist Kurt Lewin (1946) in the first half of the twentieth century. The approach aims to produce change through the identification of significant problems for stakeholders who participate in a process typically divided into three phases: planning, action and reflection. In the first phase, the research team and participants collaborate on the framing of the problem they intend to investigate, give themselves a set of objectives and design a plan of action. This plan is implemented in the action phase during which data is collected to evaluate its effectiveness. In the reflection phase, the results are analysed and discussed collectively. They are then used to inform the next iteration of the action research cycle. This aspect of recursiveness is a relevant inspiration for the TPA in CLEAR. It ‘teaches’ how to transgress the linearity which usually shapes standard social research processes. These standard processes tend to resonate with the positivist tension towards empirical verification of theoretical frameworks promoted by the scientific community. Moreover, in addition to the idea of opening to stakeholders’ participation in the definition of problems considered relevant to research and in the application of strategies to overcome them, this approach constitutes a step towards an understanding of research processes as necessarily situated and subject to progressive fine-tuning.

The Sociological Intervention (SI) can be considered a type of Action Research as its goal is not only to create scientific knowledge but also to provide a resource for action for the people involved. It is not meant to directly impact social practices but to provide stakeholders with instruments for self-analysis. It is co-research – or an ‘accompanied self-analysis’ (Hamel, 1998) – which involves groups being created ad hoc by researchers under criteria of social background homogeneity.

SI links empirical research closely to a theory of society (Brincker & Gundelach, 2005). It observes reality but also brings to light and analyses social relations to define the different dimensions which structure the actions of people. Thus, it puts into practice the theory of actionalism (Touraine, 1981), whose distinguishing feature is placing the social actor at the centre of theoretical attention. It has the goal of ‘reconstructing and exploring a struggle to become an actor’ (McDonald, 2002, p. 249). The actionalist theory stands in radical opposition to structural-functionalism, with its adherence to a positivist epistemology and its hyper-socialized view of the individual. Actors, according to Touraine, ‘are not defined by their conformity to rules and norms, but by a relationship to themselves, by their capacity to construct themselves as actors, capable of changing their environment and of reinforcing their autonomy’ (2000, p. 902). Individuals can self-analyse their actions and the situations in which they are involved. Accordingly, SI ‘relies on the reflexive ability of the actors [that are called to] engage in a process of reflection, even introspection, in which they analyse how they view and interpret the social world and question their ability to act and participate in this world’ (Cousin & Rui, 2011, p. 24).

By accepting the idea that the individual can make sense of their behaviour, SI moves away from the positivist approaches which distance researchers and social actors, their emotions and their practical experience in the name of the epistemological rupture. SI promotes a confrontation both between scholars and participants and between the group involved and their interlocutors and opponents. SI emancipates research from the linear connection between hypothesis and hypothesis verification to pursue a recursive explanation of the exploration of the processes in which knowledge is produced through the dialogical exchange between observer and observed.

The involved social actors take on a dual role in the research: on the one hand, they are part of the researchers’ object of study; on the other hand, they act as a medium between the researcher and the broader social reality which is under investigation. In SI, a group of participants meets several times for a maximum time of six months. In the first stage, as in a traditional focus group, the research team asks the participants to discuss their actions and shared social experience, explore their identity and identify other social actors perceived either as allies or opponents who are meant to be involved as interlocutors in the second stage. In the third stage, hypotheses developed during preparatory fieldwork are presented by the researchers to the group. The goal is to construct a shared analysis of the interactions they have been involved in. SI can, thus, be seen as a ‘deliberative space where sociologists can debate their reasoning and hypothesis, where they offer actors the opportunity to discuss and contest them’ and the final step of restitution is the moment where researchers offer actors ‘the opportunity to give meaning to their experience on the basis of the work undertaken together’ (Cousin & Rui, 2011, p. 127). According to McDonald, SI represents an attempt to put into practice the communicative production of knowledge theorized by Habermas in a context where ‘neither the research participants nor their interlocutors, nor the sociologists facilitating the dialogue, control the relationship’ (McDonald, 2002, p. 253). Applied to promote co-research practices with groups facing disadvantages and vulnerabilities – such as youths in vulnerable conditions – SI may represent a tool to promote the empowerment of participants, enabling them to construct themselves as subject (Cousin & Rui, 2011, p. 126).

The experiences discussed regarding the application of participatory methods in the social sciences highlight the importance of fostering flexible research processes centred on collaboration, empowering participants and co-creating knowledge reflexively. In designing the TPA to be integrated into the research agenda of the CLEAR project, these ambitious objectives were adjusted to align with the varying levels of familiarity that the different research teams had with participatory methods, the sustainability of managing participation in terms of financial and human resources and the need to accommodate the project’s timeline. As a result, the insights gained from these key principles served more as guiding and sensitizing tendencies rather than strict ‘methodological orthodoxies’. This approach enabled the project’s Consortium, which was mostly new to experimentation with participation, to find the appropriate application of the TPA.

Benefits of doing participatory research in education

In this section, we discuss the capacity of participatory methods to provide a deeper understanding of the experiences and perceptions of different stakeholders in the field of education which we acknowledge might sound ‘somewhat optimistic if not naïve’ (see Metz, Boaz & Robert, 2019, p. 331). However, we consider that participatory methods hold the potential for transforming the relationships between young people, policymakers, practitioners and academic researchers, thus shedding more light on the processes of constructing learning outcomes in different social contexts.

Participatory methods have been used in studies on the take-up and evaluation of welfare support programmes and other community interventions, social care inquiries, urban renovation, organizational change, health, biomedical and archaeological research (e.g. Brown, 2022; Mathijssen & Wildemeersch, 2014; Thomas & Lea, 2014). As with other research methodologies, their design and application vary with the concrete national, regional and local contexts, the epistemological perspective of the researcher/s and the readiness and capabilities of the involved stakeholders. Social anthropologists often claim that their approaches are best suited to collaboration with research participants and communication with and influence over wider society (Lamphere, 2004). An interesting example of an anthropological participatory action research is the project ‘Together and Equal’ conducted by the ‘Stojna Krastanova’ Foundation (2024) in Plovdiv, Bulgaria. The team defined their method as ‘emergency anthropology’ with the aim to ‘solve a crisis in the community of Ukrainian citizens fleeing the war’. They built upon Eriksen’s (2017) statement that any anthropological research relies, on the one hand, on the researcher’s experience, knowledge and sensitivity to otherness as well as compassion for the situation of vulnerable groups and, on the other hand, on the researcher’s ability to carry out humanistic translation between cultures and commitment to contemporary humanitarian crises.

There are diverse understandings of the opportunities and merits of participatory design in youth studies and education research. Schelbe and colleagues (2015, p. 504) point out that young people’s voices are rarely heard in social studies and discuss many researchers’ objections to their involvement, such as ‘logistical (e.g. gaining access) or ethical (e.g. coercion risks based on their developmental level) concerns’. Young people are often considered immature and incompetent, highly vulnerable and in need of protection and care. In contrast, a growing body of literature values youths’ perspectives and sees young people, even those in disadvantaged situations, as active agents capable of constructing and communicating their experiences (Kirk, 2007; Pilkington, Pollock & Franc, 2017; Walther & Pohl, 2004). Such studies usually build on the understanding that learning for participation is not limited to citizenship education in formal school settings. It also ‘encompass[es] the wide variety of processes of education, formation and learning that can occur at many different times and in many different settings throughout people’s lives’ (Biesta, De Bie & Wildemeersch, 2014, p. xiv). Percy-Smith and colleagues (2020) argue that participatory methods are most relevant to youth research as they are close to the everyday practice of youth work.

Before highlighting the merits of applying participatory methods in youth research, we need to acknowledge their various uses in social inquiries. Brown (2022, p. 201) describes these as a ‘continuum from being minimally participatory to being fully egalitarian, whereby realistically most participatory research designs are situated somewhere in between the two’ (Wulf-Andersen, Follesø & Olsen, 2021). Similarly variable are the specific ways young people participate in the different stages of the research; whether from early on in the formulation of research questions through the design and implementation to the methodology to formulating policy recommendations and (co-)authoring academic publications. Accordingly, the positive implications of youth participation in the research process can be traced in varying degrees and shapes – from broadening the research scope and data collection to prompting social change and empowering individuals and groups in vulnerable situations – and its effectiveness can be traced at multi-dimensional levels: society, community and individual (Kim, 2016). Call-Cummings and Ross (2022) warn against binary understandings of either fully participatory design or no participation at all. With these various perspectives in mind, we discuss the expected positive effects of research participation on the three main groups involved in youth research in the field of education: young people, policymakers and researchers.

The main claim of youth researchers using participatory methods is that the added value of implementing this approach lies in empowering youth as a social group to change their place in the world. Transforming the role of young people from mere objects of social research into active participants works in favour of the right of children and youth to be heard and to influence the decision-making in matters of interest to them – the right acknowledged in the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC, 1989). Koch and Kralik (2006, p. 23) argue that participatory research is led by the belief that social justice and equity are enhanced when democratic principles are incorporated in and guide research. Indeed, they see the overarching aim of such inquiry in fostering ‘social change which addresses the inequality of power distribution’. Following Gramsci (1971), who underlined the need for developing people’s capacities to think differently and challenge existing assumptions and norms in order to overcome the hegemony of the ruling class, Koch and Kralik argue that empowerment is the most desirable outcome of youth involvement in the process of constructing and using their own knowledge. Likewise, Percy-Smith and colleagues (2020) see participatory research as part of the struggle of youth to claim their position as equal and active citizens. For Kim (2016), participatory research allows youth to develop critical consciousness and encourages them to take action in solving social problems. The potential of participatory methods to foster social change to the benefit of youth is conditional on the orientation of the research towards not only making new or hidden facts known but also pressuring power-holders to institute adequate policies and for these to be enacted (Lamphere, 2004).

Many scholars applying community-based participatory research focus on the change in political, economic and institutional structures for youth, taking youth as a social category. However, we should not ignore the positive benefits of individual young people as contributors to the research process. Acceding that not all forms of youth participation reach the full potential of action research, we should consider other possible merits of the approach. Involving young people in any stage of the research allows the individual participants to initiate a process of developing new understandings of themselves which can influence their subjective identities positively. When telling their life stories, young people act as experts of their personal experiences and learn to articulate and reflect on them. Seeing how they impact the research process can raise the self-confidence and self-esteem of young people – even those in multi-disadvantaged or vulnerable positions. Possibly the most valuable individual effect from taking part is the development of their abilities for reflexivity and critical thinking on their conditions, and the meaning of education and learning in their life plans. Another potential merit is learning how to handle communication with representatives of educational authorities and adults in general. When young people are involved, not only as objects of research but as partners to a certain extent, it can result in the young person experiencing new, positive and empowering social relations (Warming, 2018). Their participation in discussions of the research design, formulation of hypotheses and/or engagement in the field work can also develop their research skills which can open new avenues for them. The collaborative relationship between researchers and participants, who might serve as translators, interviewers or data interpreters, encourages co-learning and skills development (Lamphere, 2004). Cahill (2007, p. 307) argues that a significant aspect of the capacity-building potential of participatory methods is that participants ‘might come into contact with complex theoretical approaches in ways that make sense to them’. Of course, such group and individual benefits for the young are highly dependent on researchers’ capabilities for reflection throughout the process, their sensitivity and flexibility in solving problems, their values and their readiness to give away and share some of their ‘expert’ power with the young participants. The young themselves have differentiated readiness and abilities to take advantage of opportunities for capacity building and it is important for researchers to acknowledge these differences (Wulf-Andersen, Follesø & Olsen, 2021).

The other group expected to profit from conducting social research with participatory methods is comprised of policy experts – professionals, managers and practitioners in youth, education and social policies. Policy studies often verify that the participation of beneficiaries increases the effectiveness of policy interventions by expanding the ‘uptake’ by the beneficiaries. According to Metz, Boaz and Roberts (2019), through participation, beneficiaries may develop some sense of ownership of a development intervention by investing time, gaining knowledge and invoking some level of control over decision-making; when individuals participate in a programme, they may consider it to be a part of their ‘extended self’. This is all the more valid for youth and education research where the involvement of policymakers and educators, as well as young learners and researchers, can widen the scope and efficiency of the policies. Bhaird (2013) argues that participatory methods, unlike traditional, didactic educational approaches, promote group discussions where participants are encouraged to define social problems and construct solutions on their own terms. Such collaborative methods not only allow the professionals to understand the very heterogeneous factors of social vulnerability faced by young people (Rambla & Kovacheva, 2023) but also why certain supportive programmes aimed to help the young in their life transitions are not actually used by their intended beneficiaries (Kovacheva & Hristozova, 2022). Involving policymakers and practitioners in participatory research with young people may challenge the very assumptions on which education policy frameworks are based and foster the incorporation of young people’s understandings of the place of education in the wider process of biographical learning and construction of learning outcomes. Here again, persisting power asymmetries, value differences and conflicting priorities among different stakeholders can undermine the positive implications of participatory methods, as Bhaird (2013) warns. Nevertheless, the openness and flexibility of the researcher, which allow a change in the power dynamics and facilitate trust and reciprocity among all participants, can induce change in the views and practices of policy experts and practitioners themselves.

Finally, we should highlight the benefits which participatory methods can bring for the researchers and the research process. Many authors (e.g. Cahill, 2007; Kim, 2016) argue that collaborative participation of young people and other stakeholders has the potential to produce new valid knowledge by widening the research questions as well as sharpening the data collection and analysis methods and extending the dissemination of the results to a wider audience. Koch and Kralik (2006) underline that researchers also learn when creating a shared space for research cooperation. Through their mutual engagement in the research process, researchers and young people come to better understand each other, build mutual trust and value the diversity of perspectives. It is important to take into consideration that participatory methods imply a change in researchers’ role – from that of experts to one of collaborators (Lamphere, 2004) or, as Percy-Smith and colleagues (2020, p. 195) define it, a shift of professional identities and practices away from the ‘expert’ who directs the process towards the reflexive social pedagogue who facilitates and enables the young participants. It is researchers, as much as the young people, policymakers and practitioners, who learn how to participate. Building upon critical pedagogical approaches, Cahill (2007) goes further by insisting that the researcher should also take up a training role in helping young people learn how to do social research, thus increasing their capacity to analyse and transform their own lives and democratize their societies. In the same vein, Roose, Bouverne-De Bie and Roets (2014, p. 116) contend that collaboration with the young people involved is a way to dilute the power of the researcher and to orient the process of knowledge construction towards the development of a public debate.

Conclusions

In this chapter, we have presented the aims and the theoretical framework that orient the integration of participatory activities in the research of the CLEAR project. We have also drawn attention to the potential benefits of introducing participatory methods in the study of education as the main field of the construction of learning outcomes. While we bring to the fore the added value of the integration of participatory activities in a project such as CLEAR, we are also aware of a range of risks which may arise in implementing the TPA.

We can collate many potential risks under the notion of ‘methodological populism’, namely the rhetorical application of participation as a strategy to legitimate decisions and research results that have not been shared with stakeholders involved in different stages of the process. Often, this occurs when there are unrealistic promises of horizontality and overlapping roles of researchers and participants, leading to articulated benefits which cannot be guaranteed and, thus, to a sense of manipulation and frustration. Such feelings are likely to be induced in participants if they do not perceive actual benefits from their engagement. Disappointing expectations often bring negative effects which are far greater than the non-activation of social actors (i.e. the problem allegedly justifying the use of participation). In addition, frustration may have the effect of discouraging the continuation of the experience or compromising the quality of the collaboration, thereby jeopardizing the very cognitive objectives pursued.

Methodological populism can, thus, hide an extractivist7 (Serafini, 2022) attitude towards participants under the facade of a democratic opening of research to civic society. We deem it crucial that the researchers who mean to promote participation gain awareness about these risks and develop a ‘methodological sensitivity’ (Greenway et al., 2021) so as to envisage and possibly limit the risks. This is especially pertinent when young people in disadvantaged and/or vulnerable conditions are included among the different profiles of involved stakeholders. We can fairly assume that these youths may share a feeling of distance – and sometimes exclusion – from the institutions and, more broadly, from the adult world. As adults and representatives of institutions, whether actual or perceived, researchers must take this positioning into account when asking them to commit to a process which may charge them with responsibility and perceived pressure in terms of expectations. That is why power imbalances should neither be neglected nor merely rhetorically recognized. Rather, they should be ‘used’ to stimulate awareness by, for instance, placing power imbalances as the central assumption to work on, through role-playing or other creative forms of symbolic inversion of power dynamics in safe settings.8

Against this background, integrating participatory activities into the empirical workflow of a research project, which is designed on more traditional methods and necessarily driven by strict regulation in terms of ethics, time management and general coordination, can prove challenging yet fruitful. Indeed, the application of participatory methods entails a revision of established routines in research. Participatory methods primarily question how and by whom the scientific knowledge is constructed and redress the power imbalances usually built into research processes: co-researching blurs the distinction between researchers and ‘objects’ of research.

Hence, the CLEAR project is not fully participatory. Rather, it experiments with the integration of participation within a more standard research outline. Through a collaborative process of design, the TPA was set among the project partners. These members tailored solutions to integrate participatory actions into different ‘moments’ of the empirical work foreseen by the project, ranging from research design to data collection, data analysis and discussion and dissemination of findings. In shaping the TPA, particular efforts were made to raise the awareness of the researchers, to prevent them from perceiving themselves as being ‘on a mission’ of guiding participants towards transformational goals but ending up asserting a difference of status. Instead, the designed forms of collaboration are based on a clear distinction of roles between the researchers and the participants whose different profiles and structural positionings interact in a cooperative relationship.

In addition, the participatory dimension is enhanced in the project by the organization of the IFs. These closing events, planned to take place at the final stage of the project, are meant as deliberative spaces aimed at fostering discussion, reflection and cross-fertilization of ideas, and at promoting the consideration of different stakeholders’ opinions and understandings of the learning outcomes.

As an overall impact, the integration of participatory actions in CLEAR seeks to strengthen the ‘internal’ synchronization of the multiple research lines in the project as it creates links among different outputs. Moreover, the IFs provide a chance to collectively elaborate on the project results. Therefore, the TPA enhances the general ability of the project to give value to different standpoints and ‘voices’ participating in the field of education with particular regard to those voices usually not ‘heard’ by policymakers, namely young people in vulnerable conditions.

Notes

1 The research project Constructing Learning Outcomes in Europe: A Multi-Level Analysis of (Under)Achievement in the Life Course (CLEAR) is exploring the factors that affect the quality of learning outcomes across European regions. It is conducted between 2022 and 2025 in eight EU countries, including Austria, Bulgaria, Finland, Germany, Greece, Italy, Portugal and Spain. For more information, please visit: https://clear-horizon.eu/. The project has received funding from the European Union’s Horizon Europe research and innovation funding programme under Grant Agreement No. 101061155.
2 As will be detailed in the following, the notion of ‘transversal’ refers to the multiple solutions for the integration of participatory activities that cross the different lines of empirical work of the project impacting research at different stages and with different aims.
3 https://employment-social-affairs.ec.europa.eu/policies-and-activities/european-employment-strategy/youth-employment-support/reinforced-youth-guarantee_en

4 Starting from the 1970s, feminist and post-colonial studies have contributed to an ‘epistemological turn’ in social sciences questioning the assumption of their objectivity. The feminist approach brought to light the extent to which the dominant scientific paradigms were expressions of men’s views which marginalize other perspectives. Instead, it proposed a new understanding of objectivity as ‘situated knowledge’ (Haraway, 1988) which is always shaped by the relation of the actors involved in the research and their different structural positionings. Post-colonial studies have tackled the naturalization of Eurocentric knowledge. For example, Said (2003) argued that the Eurocentric discourse, which resonates in the dominant paradigm of social sciences, is functional to the confirmation of the alleged superiority of Western culture over other cultures, and it limits the visibility of alternative forms of knowledge.
5 Specifically, participatory actions (PA) are integrated into the different streams of empirical work in CLEAR. They include, for instance, the discussion of preliminary results with a pool of experts in the field coming from disciplines not included in the project’s Consortium, the design of products of dissemination targeted to non-academic audiences, and the definition of research tools such as narrative interview guidelines. In addition, all the PAs provided in CLEAR ‘feed’ the debates on the occasion of the Innovation Forums by producing ad hoc materials deriving from the empirical work.
6 To put these goals into practice, Freire developed the well-known Theatre of the Oppressed method (Boal, 1993), which applies drama as a tool for social and political change. The method usually involves people experiencing different forms of exclusion and inequality, and consists of a series of techniques and exercises that allow participants to explore social and political issues affecting their lives through the staging of situations of injustice.
7 In social research, extractivism can be framed as the researchers’ exploitation of different symbolic and/or material resources of the involved people.
8 According to Dubet, new pedagogies oppose passive learning, simple memorization and conformism, and promote the activation and subjectivation of the pupil. They are no longer seen as being like an empty container to be filled but as a ‘singularity that the school must recognize. … The school is not expected to discipline children in order to make them grow, but to help them become what they already are’ (Dubet, 2007, p. 56). This radically transforms the teacher’s role and relationship with the pupil and promotes a critical distancing from the role: it is not the role which constitute the person, roles have to be ‘inhabited by the person’ (Dubet, 2007, p. 61).
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Rethinking Educational Achievement, Expanding Learning Outcomes

Tiago Neves, Gil Nata, Jozef Zelinka and Natália Alves

Introduction

In this chapter, we depart from the observation that, in the scholarly literature and in policymaking, educational achievement is often equated with academic achievement. Such an equation results in the wider arena of educational matters being narrowed to what is academically relevant. Instead, we suggest, rethinking educational achievement requires going beyond this taken-for-granted conflation of these two dimensions of educational and academic achievement. We argue that widening the ways in which educational achievement is conceptualized helps to uncover the existing mismatches, tensions and barriers which emerge both as institutional ineffectiveness and individual frustration, as well as invite new sources of inspiration regarding educational achievement.

Informed by the analyses and research findings of the CLEAR research project1 presented in this volume, the chapter unfolds in three steps. First, we scrutinize the rationale behind the narrow scope of educational achievement; looking particularly at the processes through which it is implemented and the functions it serves. Second, we suggest expanding the currently dominant understanding of educational achievement by encompassing methodological reflections that denaturalize the process through which figures become facts; thereby opening the door to rethinking the measurement of educational outcomes. Third, we reflect on the procedural, functional and political implications of the proposed suggestions.

Tensions and paradoxes in thinking about educational achievement

We start with a brief etymological exploration of terms related to education to problematize their relation and usage in research and policymaking. An etymological exercise provides insights into the historical and cultural contexts which have shaped the core educational concepts. It helps to clarify the meanings of these concepts and avoid misinterpretations, as often occurs with the concepts of educational achievement and academic achievement. We focus on the terms ‘educational’, ‘academic’, ‘learning’ and ‘learning outcomes’.

The term ‘educational’ finds its roots in the Latin word educare, which means ‘to lead out’ or ‘to rear’. It evolved through Old French and Middle English influenced by words like éduquer, emphasizing systematic training and development (Oxford English Dictionary, 2025). The Latin form reflects the idea of guiding and shaping individuals emphasizing the transformative nature of the educational process.

In its turn, the term ‘academic’ has a more diverse linguistic journey. It originates from the Greek word akadēmeia, referring to the groves near Athens where Plato taught. Adopted into Latin as academia, it referred to a place of study and intellectual pursuit (Harper, 2020). In Middle English, academy evolved to represent an institution of higher learning, giving rise to the adjective ‘academic’ (Oxford English Dictionary, 2025). The historical association with Plato’s teachings underscores the pursuit of knowledge and intellectual excellence.

When we look at the term ‘learning’, we find that it has Old English and Germanic origins, with the Old English word leornian and the Old High German word lernōn, both meaning to gain or acquire knowledge of or skill in (something) as a result of study, experience or being taught (Oxford English Dictionary, 2025). These roots highlight the active and dynamic nature of the process of learning as an ongoing engagement with attaining new knowledge and skills.

The concept of learning outcomes is a more contemporary addition to educational terminology. While the individual words ‘learning’ and ‘outcomes’ have ancient roots, the specific phrase gained prominence in the context of educational assessment and measurement in the late twentieth century. The term ‘outcome’ has Latin origins, from ex (out) and venire (to come), emphasizing results or consequences (Oxford English Dictionary, 2025). In the educational context, learning outcomes refer most often to the measurable results or achievements which indicate a learner has achieved what they are expected to know or be able to do after completing a learning experience (see also Chapters 2 and 4 in this volume).

As can be seen from this short etymological exercise, the term ‘educational’ has a much broader meaning than the term ‘academic’. Indeed, the educational realm encompasses both academic and non-academic structures – from schools to community centres and even the streets – and academic and non-academic processes – from lectures to informal learning. Yet, scoping the literature makes it readily apparent that the expressions ‘educational achievement’ and ‘academic achievement’ are used with a very high degree of overlap (see, e.g. DiPrete & Jennings, 2012; Kao & Thompson, 2003; Karlen et al., 2019; Marsh, 1990; OECD, 2019, 2022; Sikora, Evans & Kelley, 2019). This indicates that, when considering achievement – and its correlates such as attainment, accomplishment and performance – the wider arena of educational matters is narrowed to what is considered academically relevant: regarding achievement, what counts as educational is what is academic. This contraction of the conceptual scope of the phenomenon has been accompanied by an almost exclusive focus of the official education agencies on the standard indicators of academic performance, such as grades, retention rates, and a set of other quantitative measurements (OECD, 2019, 2022; UNESCO, 2008). Reducing the conceptual scope goes hand in hand with a shrinkage of the methodologies available to deal with the phenomenon. This combination of conceptual and methodological reduction has been put to use within the framework of a distinctive political operationalization rendering performance in school and school-related events such as national exams, a widely used yardstick with which to assess educational achievement. Admittedly, these metrics sometimes consider contextual factors like equity in access and socio-economic resilience. However, despite their explanatory power, they are treated as supplementary rather than fundamentally integral. As already discussed throughout this volume in, for instance, Chapters 7 and 9, this narrow, quantitative-based view of learning outcomes needs to be problematized and reframed, namely by exploring ‘the processual character of their construction, which is necessarily situated and shaped by the relationships among the various actors in the field of education’ (Benasso et al., Chapter 7 in this volume). Similarly, Quadrelli and colleagues (Chapter 9 in this volume) propose methodological reflections and alternative practices which are grounded in emergent theoretical perspectives, such as intersectionality and spatial justice, as well as in increasing attention to how young people exercise agency in their life courses.

Currently, the quantifiable understanding of learning outcomes has become, for all practical purposes, a proxy for educational achievement. On the institutional level, two factors contribute decisively to this setting. On the one hand, school is a ‘people-processing organization’ (Luhmann, 1978, p. 248), meaning that it is not only a site where teaching and learning take place but, fundamentally, one in which people are classified and labelled in such a way that other, external organizations can handle or respond to them in predefined ways. On the other hand, schools currently operate in a so-called ‘metric society’, one in which ‘data and indicator-based methods of evaluation and monitoring […] are encouraging a wholesale quantification of the social sphere’ (Mau, 2019, p. 2). This has brought three consequences: ‘(1) numbers invade and colonise the lifeworld and become the means through which we ascribe value and social status; (2) the quantitative recording and measurement of social phenomena prompts a (near) universalisation of competition, as winners and losers can more easily be identified; and (3) qualitative differences are now coded, whenever possible, as quantitative differences, to facilitate comparability and assessment’ (Neves, 2019, p. 311). Based on this scenario, we argue that debates on the nature and meaning of educational concepts and processes cannot neglect the social function of education in a given space-time. Yet, many analyses of learning outcomes appear to do this very thing, placing them in paradoxical, or at least fraught, positions. Indeed, there is often a loud and clear critique of the use of learning outcomes as quantitative assessment indicators of what has been learned. Such critical discourses, however, tend to focus their efforts on formulating policies and practices that should inform the elaboration of learning outcomes. They could, instead, focus on engaging strongly and innovatively with the issue of assessment since it is such a central feature of both learning processes and educational systems. The OECD Learning Compass 2030 and the CALOHEE – Measuring and Comparing Achievements of Learning Outcomes in Higher Education in Europe exemplify this. Unfortunately, rather than tackling the problems of assessment head on, critical discourses typically take a parallel line and leave those problems untouched and, consequently, unresolved. That is, by focusing on the input side of the learning outcomes rather than on their output side, critical discourse seldom helps to redefine the ways in which learning outcomes are measured: it contributes little to solving the very problem it pointed out at first. While the aspiration for more social justice is commendable and necessary, it is reasonable to assume that social change will, more readily, result from reconfiguring existing practices than from substituting one model of education or, indeed, one model of society for another.

Certainly, this type of critical approach can assist in identifying relevant variables or dimensions to include in the formulation of learning outcomes. As indicated elsewhere in this volume, it is essential to revisit what is understood by educational achievement or learning outcomes. This can be achieved by bringing into the discussion new methods of evaluation and new actors, such as young people, especially those in multi-disadvantaged positions. There is, however, a range of questions that need to be considered to address this topic more pointedly:

• Is there any guarantee that these ‘new’ actors will not reproduce the dominant points of view; thus, reinforcing instead of outbalancing a metric society?

• Does the knowledge of these new actors automatically translate into competencies or expertise needed for an adequate response to the specific task of rethinking learning outcomes? If not, what can be done to overcome the situation?

• To what extent are the new proposals for learning outcomes such as OECD’s Learning Compass 2030 truly beneficial, both in the short and long run, for those facing multiple disadvantages? Can the new variables or dimensions – no longer just knowledge nor even skills, attitudes and values but, now, also transformative competencies and the cycle of anticipation, action and reflection (as stated in OECD Learning Compass 2030) – brought about by such proposals be adequately assessed via the current standard instruments (e.g. tests, comparisons) or via alternative instruments (e.g. interviews, portfolios, CVs)?

• What are the implications of assenting to the possibility (or desirability) that ‘universal’ goals regarding learning outcomes should be abandoned (even conceptually)? Are (or should) learning outcomes meant to be ‘local’ and not ‘global’? If so, how can greater equity be achieved and maintained?

Very importantly, it is yet unclear whether assessing – and ultimately implementing – those ‘new’ input variables or dimensions would ultimately generate more or less social and educational inequality than the use of the ‘old’ metric instruments. Indeed, the process of translating comprehensive and inclusive input variables aimed at enhancing the formulation of learning outcomes into output variables which are to be somehow assessed may drastically change their nature and consequences. In other words: what was intended to promote equity and inclusion may reinforce inequity and exclusion. A recent example illustrates this.

In 2020, the Portuguese National Council for Education (CNE) – an independent consultancy body for the government and the parliament with regard to education policy issues – put forth a recommendation on access to higher education. This recommendation aimed to fulfil the worthy objectives of promoting success in higher education, social justice and educational and social inclusion. It drew strongly on an official document, titled ‘Students’ profile by the end of compulsory schooling’, which sets itself as ‘a reference document for the organisation of the entire education system, contributing to the confluence and alignment of the decisions within the various dimensions of curriculum development’ (ME/DGE, 2017, p. 7). Its ambitious goal is ‘to contribute to the organisation and management of curricula and also to the definition of strategies, methodologies and pedagogical-didactic procedures to be used in teaching practice’ (ME/DGE, 2017, p. 7). While emanating from the Portuguese government, this document takes a broad, comprehensive approach to the definition of competencies which aligns with the OECD’s learning framework as presented in ‘The future of education and skills 2030’ (OECD, 2018). Given the tight articulation between the elaboration of student profiles and learning outcomes (Sousa-Pereira & Leite, 2019), this is, then, a structuring document for understanding how both are currently defined.

In a nutshell, the CNE’s recommendation suggested ‘reducing the weight of national exams in the candidate selection and ranking process’ (p. 5), stating that ‘there are various elements that can be considered in candidate selection processes, such as portfolios, interviews, tests with juries, CV assessment, motivation letters, opinions from previous teachers, etc.’ (p. 4). In the recommendation, CNE argues that national exams can only partially assess the wide set of competencies that students are supposed to have acquired by the end of secondary education. This is said to be because national exams focus mostly on assessing knowledge but neglect the assessment of skills and attitudes. The latter are the other two dimensions of a tripartite understanding of competencies which informs both the Portuguese and the OECD frameworks mentioned above. Indeed, the ‘Students’ profile’ document sees competence areas as being ‘cognitive and metacognitive, social and emotional, physical and practical. It should be highlighted that competencies involve knowledge (factual, conceptual, procedural and metacognitive), cognitive and psychomotor skills, attitudes associated with social and organisational skills, and ethical values’ (ME/DGE, 2017, p. 8).

Approached from the input side and given its breadth, this definition of competencies sounds appealing and reminiscent of an integral approach to education. However, its translation into assessable outputs poses serious difficulties which may perversely distort the initial, well-meant intentions into inequity enhancers. When CNE’s recommendation was issued, Nata and Neves (2020) wrote an open letter pointing out its weaknesses which was published in a major Portuguese newspaper. In the open letter, Nata and Neves argued that it is hard to see how portfolios, interviews and other access methods would promote social justice. The fundamental problem here is a recurring one: subjective assessment methods, which emphasize features such as social skills and ethical values, can be exploited by those from affluent backgrounds to gain an advantage over others. It is not difficult to foresee, for instance, the development of markets dedicated to developing portfolios and writing motivation letters alongside the already existing private tutoring business. The problem of a differential – and unequal – appropriation of the assessment processes by those who are well-off, to the detriment of those who are not, is at risk of reinforcement as this more holistic model’s struggles to provide comparability of results. Indeed, by definition, national exams and standardized tests are identical for all those who undertake them and can be subject to double-blind assessment. In contrast, devices such as interviews, portfolios, motivation letters or CVs are more difficult, if not impossible, to put under double-blind assessment. Additionally, they have a contextual relevance which is greatly impacted by values, attitudes and behaviours. That is, their meaning varies according both to evaluators and those who are evaluated, according to their habitus and their social expectations. Furthermore, they can vary according to the conditions under which they are collected and evaluated. As such, inter-coder reliability tends to be lower, which hinders objectivity and comparability of results (Woo et al., 2023). On these bases, ‘subjective assessment’ clearly opens up avenues for bias and the systematic favouring of specific social groups (for similar studies, see Okonofua & Eberhardt, 2015).

Critical realist sociology of education has long shown that school has developed as a site which favours students from the middle and upper classes who correspond better to the stereotypes of what is expected of a ‘good student’. This underlines the adjustment problems experienced by the socially excluded groups and reinforces social and educational inequalities (e.g. Bernstein, 1996; Bourdieu, 2010; Willis, 1977). These sociological approaches, which are currently part and parcel of a widely shared understanding of the schooling processes, argue that such reinforcement of inequalities affects all aspects of school life, even if not in equal measure, including academic performance in subjects less associated with social issues, like math, physics and chemistry. At the same time, as shown elsewhere in this volume, the whole discourse on competencies and related pedagogical practices tends to advocate holistic approaches to assessment, focusing not only on knowledge but also on skills and, importantly, on attitudes. Thus, there may be a deeper, more structural contradiction at work here: if the school is a site with a capacity for reproducing and reinforcing social inequalities, and if such capacity impacts those features which might be presumed more distanced from society’s dominant values (e.g. academic performance in mathematics or physics), it is conceivable that society’s dominant values will have even more impact on features which are closely related to their transmission, such as attitudes and ethical values promoted in and by a school. Thus, it seems plausible to argue that attitudes, and even skills, are more prone to being affected by society’s dominant values than knowledge assessed, for instance, by academic performance in mathematics. If this is the case, then broadening the assessment to include attitudes runs a high risk of increasing rather than decreasing social inequality. In the same line of argument, we deem it expectable that the impact of the school’s structural propensity (or at least strong potential) to reproduce and reinforce social inequalities is stronger on subjects like citizenship education or personal and social development than on physics or chemistry. This is in accord with Michael Young’s approach to ‘powerful knowledge’. Indeed, such knowledge is specialized, meaning that it is different from the ‘common sense knowledge that people draw on in their daily lives’ and ‘is not acquired or produced informally as part of people’s every day lives’ (Young & Muller, 2014, p. 231). Needless to say, it is reasonable to assume that civic matters are meant to be, at least in democratic societies, generalized and, thus, something very different from specialized, powerful knowledge. The other side of this is that it is precisely the common sense people in the middle and upper classes acquire and draw on in their daily lives which constitutes the core of their values and attitudes, and signifies an ethos often shared with that of the school. It is far from straightforward, then, that the more ‘attitudinal’ areas of civic education and moral development should be regarded as islands or oases of opposition to the dominant values, when those are precisely the more value-laden areas of school life. It may even be that ‘competency‐based training locks the working class out of powerful knowledge’ as the title of Leesa Wheelahan’s (2007) contribution suggests. Acknowledging these paradoxes is the first step towards considering adequate ways of overcoming them. That is, to resolving the current disjuncture between learning outcomes as inputs and outputs in which not only is a vast proportion of the inputs left out of the assessment stage but also where the assessment of at least some of the more competence- and attitude-based outcomes may reinforce, rather than curb, inequalities.

Moving forward

Addressing the above-mentioned paradoxes requires considering the social functions of education and of the education system, in particular. This demands a firm understanding of what our societies are, not just what they should or might be. Education’s utmost goal, we believe, is to enable change in the world and to create better living and working conditions for all. That said, endeavours aimed at producing change need to realize their starting point. Otherwise, they may be proposing strategies which, due to a lack of fit with reality, may end up generating unintentional, sometimes even counterproductive, consequences.

Western societies are not only metric (Mau, 2019) but also capitalist, oriented to production and accumulation of wealth. Even against today’s urgent and, most often, irreparable climate change, modern capitalist societies show little signs of engaging in degrowth: many countries still pursue capitalism as the means to increase wealth and welfare. Within the set of complex relationships which accompany this trajectory, education is but a piece, albeit a significant one. Education is, indeed, a ‘people-processing organization’ (Luhmann, 1978, p. 248). Today, one of its purposes is to rank not only individuals but also schools, regions and countries. Irrespective of which variables or dimensions are included on the input side in the formulation of learning outcomes, we need to methodologically reflect on the way we operationalize them as measurement and assessment tools. In a capitalist, production-oriented system, rankings are pivotal and based on assessments of ‘marketable’ results rather than processes. Quantitative assessments are able to do this much more efficiently, though not necessarily more effectively, than qualitative ones. Qualitative assessments inevitably require far more time-consuming and subjective interpretations which could generate rankings which are more contested and, possibly, contestable. Furthermore, the evolution of results would be harder to track given a requirement for consistency in the interpretation of assessments over time. On the other hand, in quantitative assessments, figures become facts. This does not mean, of course, that figures are actually facts. What it does mean is, most of the time and for all practical purposes, statistical data are considered a reliable source of information which can be, and are, used as evidence in research and policymaking.

The latter indicates it is of paramount importance, then, to assess the psychometric qualities of the measurements which generate data – or the figures that become facts. Whether we evaluate knowledge, competencies or attitudes, it is crucial to consider what component of learning is indeed measured when engaging in evaluation processes. In a sense, assessing the psychometric qualities of measurement instruments is the quantitative equivalent to the qualitative analysis of the social construction of a given phenomenon. Both denaturalize the observed object, making visible the efforts put into its construction and showing that its current form is neither absolute nor perennial. By showing this, not only do figures and data un-become facts but new, better modes of measurement may emerge. Within the context of metric, capitalist societies, this appears to be the first, necessary step to take: it can produce change from within and the direction of the change can be clearly stated and reviewed.

It is certainly true, however, that learning outcomes are not simply managerial devices, even in metric, capitalist societies. It would be reductionist to state that the only thing which matters about learning outcomes is their output side, which translates into measurements and rankings. This chapter has already made clear that the current status quo is investing significant efforts in redefining learning outcomes on the input side (as highlighted regarding transnational agencies such as UNESCO and the OECD). It now raises the question of whether everything which is part of education processes can, or even should, be subject to assessment and what the consequences of this would be.

We have already highlighted the problem that the assessment of attitudes and values, at least in some of its current forms, may entail; namely, the increase, rather than decrease, of inequalities between people from different socio-economic backgrounds. One way of tackling this problem is via the aforementioned psychometric approach. However, the problem may have to be faced on a deeper level: should attitudes and values be assessed at all? If so, should their assessment serve the same purpose – that is, the same social function – as the assessment of knowledge? Given our observations of the impact of society’s dominant values on attitudes and skills, we see it as somewhat paradoxical that the need for their assessment is being put forward while its social functions ultimately remain the same as the assessment of knowledge; that is, ranking students and allocating them to academic and professional opportunities. Against this background, the CLEAR research project is one of many possible attempts to approach and frame the delicate balance between redefining learning outcomes and acknowledging the wide range of educational processes and forces. While the tension between academic and educational achievement cannot be ultimately resolved here and now, the contributions in this volume have sought to identify the mismatches and possible entry points for further debates and investigations. We will restate and further problematize some of the arguments made.

In Chapter 2, Zelinka and colleagues argue that the translation of learning outcomes into purely quantitative indicators leaves aside multiple aspects which remain invisible to statistical measurement yet which exercise great impact on the ability of learners to reach certain levels of educational attainment. Dimensions such as intersectional (e.g. ethnic, gender or class-based) disadvantages or the impact of spaces and spatiality, such as the locations of educational facilities, contribute to the widening of educational disparities among countries and regions. While this is undoubtedly true, two things are also clear: (1) those missing dimensions are not learning outcomes per se, as learning outcomes are the ‘observable products of the activities of the educators’, that is, ‘the products of the learning process within the pupil’ (Hussey & Smith, 2002, p. 223); and (2) an assessment result or score cannot account for the processes leading to it unless it is based on weighted attributes of chosen elements. For example, it would be necessary to know what variance in academic results is explained by gender or what variance is explained by territorial location. Thus, one can ask whether the argument developed by Zelinka and colleagues is, ultimately, departing from the realm of assessment and heading into the realm of quotas by considering the need to account for diversity. Or is it, perhaps, staying within the realm of assessment and promoting the way in which the CLEAR project challenges more traditional conceptualizations of learning outcomes which are focused mostly on a quantitative grasp of their quality? If so, it may be suggesting the inscription of the socially constructed nature of learning outcomes in the very figures (quantitative data) that are used to display them: that is, the number describing any given learning outcome would be a weighted compound of the actual result and the conditions which impact the ability of learners to reach certain levels of educational attainment.

In their turn, in Chapter 6, Zarifis and colleagues highlight ‘diversity as an important variable in the building of educational outcomes. … [This is part of] a working strategy to improve the learning outcomes of young adults, especially those in vocational training and non-working and non-learning youth (the NEETs group)’ who are, broadly speaking, those in underrepresented and underprivileged groups. This strikes at the core of the question, raised above, of whether attitudes and values should be assessed at all. Note that the authors refer explicitly to considering diversity to improve the building of learning outcomes. Does such an approach risk generating first- and second-rate criteria? In the current status quo, this is most definitely a possibility, as can sometimes be seen in early tracking systems and in the different values attributed to academic and vocational training. Again, trying to avoid this would require careful consideration of the psychometric properties of the instruments used for evaluation. This need for more accurate metrics is also implied by Zarifis and colleagues when they suggest that ‘Generating learning outcomes needs, therefore, to entail more than merely conveying and evaluating assignments: the process should also consider the possible accomplishments of the array of students within any particular academic environment. [...] It is imperative to contemplate the essential knowledge students need to acquire and the most effective methods for them to learn’. This requires both prescribing what is possible and measuring with enough accuracy to rank learning methods in terms of their effectiveness.

Conclusion

Many of the limitations of the current metric, quantitative and ‘positivist’ approach to learning outcomes are widely acknowledged both within and outside the current volume (see also Rawolle & Lingard, 2008; Soland, Hamilton & Stecher, 2013). Likewise, the potential benefits of expanding the concept of educational achievement and the methodologies used to study it – including participatory approaches, emergent theoretical perspectives such as intersectionality and spatial justice, as well as increasing attention on how young people exercise agency in their life courses – are often stated (see Chapters 7 and 9 in this volume; also Biesta, 2009; OECD, 2018; Schudde, 2018). Yet, it remains unclear how those different inputs will be weighed and combined, particularly when possibly conflicting perspectives emerge. Furthermore, it is important to acknowledge the underlying tensions and limitations of other paradigms beyond the ‘positivist’ one. Specifically, it is vital to note that, while participatory research brings perspectives and contributions which would otherwise be absent in the education realm, the understanding that individual perspectives are ‘situated’ implies that they will include a reflection of the context in which they are produced. In that sense, it remains a challenge to decide how to weigh personal agency against the social constraints that each individual/group perspective may face. For example, if a focus group were to yield a positive view on quantifiable learning outcomes as the best (and perhaps the only) way to fairly rank students for access to higher education, how would the subsequent data analysis unfold? Would the individual or group perspectives be read as a consequence of the rhizomatic nature of the metric society implicitly disavowing the participants’ contributions and agency, or would they be read as valid knowledge held by the participants? To make things even more complicated, the theoretical and empirical complexity of the scientific literature on this (and other matters) may make it difficult for participants to engage meaningfully in the unfolding discussions, let alone comprehend and take control of the interpretations made upon their discourses and perspectives.

The CLEAR project contributes to these issues in an innovative way by explicitly addressing the socially constructed nature of learning outcomes and promoting the embedding of contextual and equity-driven considerations in measurement and assessment frameworks. Thus, dimensions typically outside the conventional scope of learning outcomes would be framed not as external factors but as integral to the overall assessment process. This shift would mean incorporating factors such as gender, race, socio-economic background and geographical location (and their intersections) into how educational outcomes are both measured and interpreted. A central innovation could be the development of composite indicators integrating both academic results and contextual weights, making the disparities within and between groups more visible in quantitative assessments. Although very much open to debate, we contend this approach would amount to a massive challenge – both methodological and political – to traditional metrics which tend to decontextualize learning outcomes. This fits with the project’s ambition to move beyond the taken-for-granted focus on competencies and skills and question the very nature of educational achievement, its connection to lived experiences of young Europeans as well as its effect on national, local and European policymaking which is so desperately (and at great expense) seeking to level out social inequalities.

We started this chapter by suggesting that, in order to rethink educational achievement, we need to move beyond the taken-for-granted conflation between educational and academic achievement. What has become apparent in making this move is the fact that, no matter how we look at it, achievement remains a core part of educational processes. And this is not only due to the interests of various stakeholders (including policymakers, schools, young people and businesses) but is also rooted in much deeper features of the anthropological nature of modern societies. In the opening note to his recent book, the German anthropologist Christoph Wulf writes:

Today we are living in the Anthropocene, the Age of Humans. It is an age marked by the destructive influence of humans on the planet in all kinds of areas. We are subjugating nature, heedlessly exploiting it to our own advantage and in so doing, we are, to a large extent, destroying the very foundations of our own lives. This is becoming visible in climate change, the destruction of biodiversity, the annihilation of non-renewable energy and the pollution of the environment.

(Wulf, 2022, p. 1)

Wulf argues that the capability to develop and to destroy is currently the dominant human trait in the Age of Anthropocene. For instance, our profound advances in technologies and engineering of every kind are deployed in medieval-like warzones all over the world. In education, the commercial exploitation of knowledge-based services and products is equally present. Yet, for development and production, new achievements are becoming more dependent on cooperation, trust, sustainable funding and the allocation of intellectual resources, none of which are equally or justly distributed. While this sharpens the differences between sites of intensive research and the lagging peripheries, it also raises the question of what is important to achieve. For industries, commercial use is relevant. For governments, prestige and growth opportunities matter. For individuals, the motives are countless. If we are to seriously rethink educational achievement, we need to ask ourselves what future prospects are worth the time, the energy and the limited resources we have left to invest.

Note

1 The research project Constructing Learning Outcomes in Europe: A Multi-Level Analysis of (Under)Achievement in the Life Course (CLEAR) is exploring the factors that affect the quality of learning outcomes across European regions. It is conducted between 2022 and 2025 in eight EU countries, including Austria, Bulgaria, Finland, Germany, Greece, Italy, Portugal and Spain. For more information, please visit: https://clear-horizon.eu/. The project has received funding from the European Union’s Horizon Europe research and innovation funding programme under Grant Agreement No. 101061155.
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Researching Educational (Under)Achievement and Learning Outcomes

Isabella Quadrelli, Jenni Tikkanen, Cristina Cavallo and Luca Raffini

Introduction

As argued and illustrated throughout the chapters of this volume, there are severe limitations and blind spots in the currently prevailing, and often mutually intertwined, research and policy approaches to educational (under)achievement and learning outcomes. These approaches see learning outcomes as metrics of ability and products of the learning process. Learning outcomes are regarded as quantifiable and observable within the individual and influenced, most importantly, by the activities of educators. Viewing learning outcomes as absolute, result-oriented, stable and measurable, and, worryingly, as a means for identifying underachieving learners and schools displaying poor learning outcomes (e.g. Prøitz, 2015), ignores the complexity of the construction of learning outcomes, and that achievement results from an interplay of manifold intersecting factors and actors. Such an approach also pays scant heed to performance being a socially and educationally produced construct which produces and legitimizes social inequality (see Chapter 1 in this volume). Fundamentally, it can be argued that not only is the simplistic use of learning outcomes not connected to individuals’ actual potential to achieve goals which are meaningful to them but also that it can have harmful consequences for young people (Mertala, 2024). In this chapter, we draw from the work of the CLEAR research project1 and propose a unique theoretical combination of life course research, intersectionality and spatial justice, complemented by elements of participatory research. This theoretical platform enables conceptualization of the multi-layered research objectives of learning outcomes and educational (under)achievement. Additionally, it facilitates us in addressing the complex methodological issues in a dynamic and interdisciplinary manner, the necessity for which is illustrated in this chapter.

There are several factors contributing to the dominant, narrow understandings of achievement and learning outcomes. Consequently, the focus moves away from holistic, context-sensitive perspectives on how learning outcomes are constructed, thus intensifying the problems arising from the dominant stance. One key factor is that policymakers tend to eagerly embrace a quantifiable and measurable understanding of learning outcomes (Prøitz, 2015; see also Locke & Lloyd-Sherlock, 2011) and have a strong tendency to seek simple answers to the complex problems related to learning and its outcomes (Zhao, 2018). The subsequent, and prevailing, evidence-based policy paradigm induces, through quantification, a dramatic simplification of the available perceptions: evidence-based policy may turn into policy-based evidence (Saltelli & Giampietro, 2017). It is important to note that policy interests, needs and goals are often linked to how learning outcomes are conceptualized and researched. For instance, as Aagaard and colleagues (2021) point out, the ways and means of allocating research funding are highly influential in governing contemporary public science. They can signal what governments, industries and societies perceive as the challenges funded research is expected to address (Veletanlić & Sá, 2020). Thus, funding not only has the potential to affect which research topics get addressed but, also, the scope, content, direction and outputs of research (Aagaard et al., 2021). For example, behind the European Union’s research policy lies ‘a strong and widely shared belief in research as an engine for economic growth’ (Mitzner, 2020, p. 2), which is reflected in its keen interest in governing education and its outcomes.

Large-scale studies, often promoted and favoured by policymakers, contribute to the prevailing understanding of underachievement and learning outcomes. In addition to international assessment programmes, such as PISA (Programme for International Student Assessment), TIMSS (Trends in International Mathematics and Science Study) and PIAAC (Programme for International Assessment of Adult Competencies), a prime example of large-scale, highly quantitative research on learning outcomes is John Hattie’s work on what he calls ‘visible learning’. Hattie (2023) is dubbed by some as the ‘Messiah’ of educational research (Evans, 2012). From his meta-meta analyses, which are currently informed by more than 2,100 meta-analyses drawing from more than 130,000 studies involving more than 400 million students, Hattie lists over 200 factors related to student achievement and ranks them by their effect sizes. Advocates of Hattie’s work argue that his visible learning approach has an unparalleled evidence-based nature and that he simply presents undeniable facts (see Nielsen & Klitmøller, 2021). Despite influencing educational practitioners, administrators, research communities and policymakers across the world, Hattie’s work has also been vehemently opposed. It has been criticized for ignoring educational theory and practice to the point where education is defined by evaluation as such (Rømer, 2019); propagating a teacher-centred, directive form of teaching characterized by constant performance assessments of students and teachers; promoting a technocratic and economically motivated, neoliberal strategy for increasing the efficiency of schools and teachers; neglecting social backgrounds, inequality, racism and other structural issues of schooling (Terhart, 2011); marginalizing questions of human agency (Nielsen & Klitmøller, 2021); narrowing the potential meanings of success while ignoring understandings of learning and teaching as relational, contextual and impossible to fully define (McKnight & Whitburn, 2020); as well as invoking serious methodological challenges and validity problems (Nielsen & Klitmøller, 2021). In particular, there is a growing awareness of the risk that an uncritical use of quantitative data will fuel the dangers of ‘methodological fetishism’ (Berger, 2002) – the dominance of methods over contents leading to a tendency to use increasingly sophisticated methods to study banal topics – with the risk of ending up promoting reductionism (to find simple answers to complex questions). Also, on a more general level of policy and research, the prevailing approach to learning outcomes has faced criticisms highlighting many similar issues and detrimental effects (see the introduction, Chapters 3 and 4 in this volume).

There is an ongoing debate in education studies and social sciences about the limitations of traditional methods of inquiry and the need to experiment with innovative and participatory approaches to research (Chevalier & Buckles, 2019; Williams & Vogt, 2011). A youth participatory approach (Cammarota & Fine, 2008) can enhance the diversity of perspectives and representations, particularly of those typically excluded or silenced in scholarly and policy discussions on learning outcomes and educational (under)achievement (see Chapter 7 in this volume). Participatory approaches ‘can reach marginalised young people to ensure that they are the drivers of solutions to the societal exclusion they experience’ (Rowland, Wills & Ott, 2024, p. 12).

Participatory approaches can turn subjects of research into collaborators who engage in dialogue with professional researchers and provide lived expertise (Vaughn & Jacquez, 2020). Expertise generated through experience is valued. Those who have been marginalized or harmed by current social relations undoubtedly have valuable experiential insights into the systems that perpetuate these issues and so are highly beneficial to consider. Thus, it would be advantageous for these individuals to assume a significant role in initiatives which aim to bring about change (Cornish et al., 2023). Creative methods can promote a dialogue between participants and researchers integrating sensory and everyday elements into research practice (Giorgi, Pizzolati & Vacchelli, 2021).

The debate continues to be relevant for two reasons. First, for social scientists, reflecting on how they construct knowledge about society means reflectively questioning their own role in, and relationship with, society itself. The second reason is because society changes and the social sciences are themselves objects of change.

The manner of conducting research is, inevitably, affected by the social context in which it takes place (Knorr-Cetina, 1999). Serious concerns have been raised on the ‘asymmetry between the sociologist enlightened by the light of his [sic!] science and ordinary people sunk in illusion’ (Boltanski, 2011, p. 23). Also, in the traditional methods of knowledge production, behind the claimed objectivity and neutrality, there has typically existed an assertion of a particular perspective and the marginalization of the perspectives of subaltern categories (such as women, ethnic minorities and lower classes). However, a shift has taken place, influenced by the ‘cultural turn’ which characterized social research in the final quarter of the last century.

A commitment to reflexivity now substitutes for the commitment to objectivity (Ellis, 1997). Standardized procedures which aim to guarantee objectivity and minimize errors deriving from subjectivity are being replaced by methodologies which actively include subjectivities plus intersubjective dialogue and cooperation between researcher and participants (Ranci, 1995; Williams & Vogt, 2011).

The relationship between researcher and research object is being redefined, with individuals increasingly made the subject rather than the object of research (Ranci, 1995). This correlates to an increasing methodological pluralism (Payne & Payne, 2004) and the uptake of mixed methods (Hitchcock & Onwuegbuzie, 2022; Taherdoost, 2022), that is, a research methodology which integrates qualitative and quantitative methods and different research perspectives and approaches (Dawadi, Shrestha & Giri, 2021). The positivist paradigm, wherein the idea is that there is an objective reality and that knowledge can be generated only through a gathering of objectively verifiable facts using quantitative methods, is challenged by interpretivism and constructivism. Interpretivism is a view that there are multiple realities which can be interpreted by exploring the subjective meanings of actions, as provided by the actors. Constructivism is where reality is seen as a product of human interaction with the real world and knowledge is built up socially. Qualitative research tools such as interviews, focus groups and participant observation are often considered the most appropriate methodologies for this purpose (Dawadi, Shrestha & Giri, 2021, p. 26).

Building on the discussion above and in the previous chapters of this volume, we too argue for the need to steer away from an over-simplified, narrow understanding of educational achievement and learning outcomes and towards a more comprehensive research approach. This comprises solid theoretical foundations and balances quantitative data with input from, and about, the life-worlds of young people. To this end, we highlight the ways in which the theoretical perspectives of life course research, intersectionality and spatial justice, and their dynamic and relational concepts and methods, can help us explore individual, institutional, structural, relational and spatial dimensions. We hold these to be intrinsically relevant to the construction of learning outcomes and to reconstructing the links between educational achievement and educational inequality.

The life course approach

Education is one of the prominent social institutions pertaining to life course construction. Hence, the movement of individuals through the education system is a central object of study in sociological life course research. Individual lives are sites in which all learning takes place. They consist of trajectories and transitions constructed in a reciprocal process of political, social, economic and spatial conditions, welfare state regulations and provisions, and individual decisions and investments. Life course research (e.g. Elder, Kirkpatrick Johnson & Crosnoe, 2003) aims to understand and explain these movements, pathways and patterns of action, over time, within certain historical temporal and cultural settings (Liefbroer, 2019). Human lives are understood as multi-level, multi-dimensional, linked and unfolding over time (Mayer, 2004). Past experiences, connections between life domains and the interdependence of individuals, as well as socio-economic, historical and cultural contexts, are considered central for life course research (Le Roux et al., 2023). These aspects are similarly central to studying learning outcomes and educational (under)achievement in such a way that can, potentially, overcome the shortcomings and detrimental effects of the dominant approaches. The above-mentioned contexts are comprised of structures of opportunities and constraints (Dale & Parreira do Amaral, 2015; Parreira do Amaral & Tikkanen, 2022). These structures form a complex mix of socio-economic conditions, distinct youth transition regimes and the diverse practices of various actors, such as educators, policy professionals and employers (Roberts, 2018) at national, regional and local levels. However, it needs to be emphasized that individuals do not accept their social and historical circumstances passively. Rather, they actively exercise agency and construct their own life courses through the choices and actions they take, albeit within the opportunities and constraints of these circumstances (Evans, 2007).

Thus, we argue that learning and its outcomes cannot be decontextualized from their surrounding institutional arrangements and spatial determinants nor from the individual life courses within which they occur. Therefore, as learning outcomes and the consequent educational (under)achievement are inseparable from individuals’ life progression, applying the perspective of life course research enables researchers to consider the embeddedness of outcomes and achievement in their surrounding contexts and in the individual’s life course itself. Regarding the latter, it is important to recognize that the life course is a self-referential process wherein some outcomes are shaped by experiences and resources acquired at earlier life course stages which can affect individuals’ agentic capabilities (Mayer, 2004). Thus, advantages and disadvantages – including those related to education and learning – do not occur randomly in one’s life. Instead, they happen according to a logic of path dependence which usually starts with early advantages or disadvantages brought about by people’s social origins (Levy & Bühlmann, 2016). This is one reason many important life course outcomes, such as learning outcomes, cannot be described by a single instantaneous event: they should be conceptualized as part of a process that unfolds over time (Riccarreta & Studer, 2019).

While the concept of life course refers to the institutionalized construction of culturally defined, age-graded patterns of the sequences and the combinations of transitions between positions and stages through which individuals pass along their lives (Elder, Shanahan & Jennings, 2015), a holistic understanding requires also grasping ‘lives as told’ or ‘lives as perceived’ (Kovacheva, 2016; Liefbroer, 2019). This refers to individual representations of the biography. People’s experiences and trajectories, relating to different social domains and the stories or narratives people tell about themselves and their past life, are shaped by the interplay of structure and agency involving subjective meaning-making regarding the individual life course (Brannen, 2020; Kovacheva, 2016). Thus, through a life course approach, the experiences, expectations, visions and perceptions of young people, as well as their ability to create subjective meanings and continuity along the different phases of their life courses while considering their diverse socio-economic and spatial contexts (Benasso, Cefalo & Tikkanen, 2022; Biesta, 2008), can be studied. Young people – even those in very vulnerable and disadvantaged situations – attribute diverse subjective meanings to learning opportunities and outcomes (Kovacheva et al., 2020). That is, learning along the life course is not meaningful unless learners link education and training with their own life plans (Biesta, 2006; Jarvis, 2009). This leads to high-quality learning outcomes being those which enhance young people’s abilities to develop personally meaningful life projects and make successful life transitions.

The increasing individualization, de-standardization, differentiation and pluralization of young people’s life courses and biographies herald a need for new research approaches (Levy & Bühlmann, 2016; Zimmermann, 2019). Within these shifting imperatives, individual and subjective perspectives become increasingly relevant. Such perspectives recognize, and emphasize, everyday life as where individuals give meaning to their actions and experience their limits and opportunities for action (Russo-Netzer & Hicks, 2023; Wood, 2012). Thus, understanding the biographies as well as the life-worlds of young people – that is, their everyday, lived experience which encompasses their perceptions, beliefs and social interactions within their cultural context – is of high importance. In formal educational settings, learners’ life-worlds are comprised of their lived experiences which have shaped their identity and subjectivity. These include influences from their family, local community, their peers and the culture within which they identify (Tzirides, Cope & Kalantzis, 2023).

Twenty years ago, John Law (2004) questioned the capacity of what he called ‘standard’ research methods to handle the complexities of the world. Young people’s de-standardized biographies require the integration of innovative and creative methods of research if it is to gain a meaningful understanding of the complex interconnection between contextual and individual variables and between structure and agency; for example, in influencing youths’ educational outcomes as part of their life projects. Such research methods must allow for capturing the complex and multi-faceted lives of young people, with the understanding that non-standard transitions and life projects require experimentation with non-standard, interactive and reflexive approaches to enable participants to articulate their own meanings and experiences (Wyn & Dwyer, 1999). The aim is to promote youth empowerment and social justice (Cammarota & Fine, 2008) alongside improved outcomes (Valdez, Valdez & Garcia, 2021).

However, the multi-dimensionality, increasing complexity and de-standardization of life courses and biographies, along with the fact that institutional regulations as well as individual strategies and representations are equally relevant for understanding life course construction, pose real methodological challenges for life course research (Le Roux et al., 2023). To meet these challenges, there have been significant developments in life course research. These have resulted mainly from increasing interdisciplinary cooperation, theoretical advances and quantitative and qualitative methodological innovations (e.g. Brüderl, Kratz & Bauer, 2019; Hollstein, 2019). While qualitative and quantitative methods are mostly used separately, these two approaches are highly complementary in life course research (Le Roux et al., 2023). Furthermore, qualitative methods, particularly narrative approaches (Carpentieri, Carter & Jeppesen, 2023), have considerable potential to serve as a powerful means of addressing challenges in researching life courses, pathways and patterns of actions, including those related to the construction of learning outcomes. They open avenues for exploring and understanding biographical experiences, decision-making and multi-dimensional behavioural processes of agency as driving forces of individuals’ life courses (Hollstein, 2019).

Intersectionality and spatial justice approaches

In contemporary theoretical and methodological debates in social sciences, intersectionality and spatial justice pursue the common goal of introducing complexity and critical thinking into social inquiry. They foster interdisciplinary methodological approaches and reflexivity in research. In researching the intersectional and spatial dimensions of the construction of learning outcomes and, thus, educational achievement (see Chapters 2 and 3, this volume), the intersectional approach is found to help connect different analytical perspectives. As identity categories are always contextually constrained and facilitated by intersectional identity locations (Wilkins, 2014), a multi-dimensional understanding of the phenomena under research and a context-sensitive approach to the research can be gained via an intersectionality approach. With a spatial justice approach, learning outcomes and achievement are conceptualized as spatially conditioned phenomena. In relation to education, spatial (in)justice can refer to the uneven distribution of resources and opportunities among regions, cities, neighbourhoods and schools as well as across different divides (e.g. rural-urban, class and minority concentration areas) and factors (e.g. housing and labour market, educational policies on zoning and school choice) (Beach et al., 2018).

The concept of intersectionality, originally introduced by Black feminist and activist Kimberlé Crenshaw (1989; 1991), is used to highlight and understand those discriminatory processes which occur because of the conjunction of various disadvantaged social positions, such as gender, race and class. The central idea is that, when multiple sources of disadvantage intersect, they interact to produce ‘a new, peculiar, discriminating process which can have completely different and unexpected consequences on the subject’ (Angelucci, 2017, p. 5). The connection between theory and practice is at the heart of this approach. Crenshaw’s (1991) work fostered a political project to resist structural forms of domination (mainly but not solely racism, sexism and classism) which cause Unequal life chances of marginalized groups. Becoming central in gender studies over the last thirty years, intersectionality has developed into a research paradigm (Hancock, 2007) where multiple perspectives on the analysis of inequalities coexist (Choo & Ferree, 2010; Walby, Armstrong & Strid, 2012). It presents as a ‘nodal point’ (Cho et al., 2013, Williams Crenshaw & McCall, 2013, p. 787), rather than a bounded system, where many theoretical and methodological issues are confronted and debated. In social inquiry, intersectionality can provide theoretical tools for the inclusion of the voices of marginalized groups made visible by the consideration of the multiple sites of oppression. At the same time, it offers an analytical lens through which to gain understanding of the way processes such as sexism or racism are transformed by their mutual interaction in a specific context, as well as the structural forces which organize power relations within such processes (Choo & Ferree, 2010). Spatial justice, in turn, is a viewpoint putting emphasis on the mutually influential and formative relationship between the social and spatial dimensions of human life: spaces not only shape social interactions but are also defined by institutional and interactional practices. Soja (2010) argues that the spatial dimension should be added to the social and historical dimensions if we are to understand the complexity of human experience and to pursue the search for justice.

Both intersectionality and spatial justice perspectives contribute to the construction of multi-faceted knowledge of social phenomena, bringing together contributions from many different disciplines (Decataldo & Russo, 2022). They also share a focus on the interplay between macro-level determinants and micro-level dimensions as well as the idea of a mutually constitutive interaction among several (social and spatial) categories in the making of social inequality. Furthermore, in both perspectives, justice and injustice (spatial or otherwise) require attention to the multiple forms of oppression and domination experienced by groups as well as to how self-development and self-determination are constrained by institutions (Przybylinski, 2023).

Intersectionality and spatial justice raise particular methodological questions. Firstly, which methodological stances and methods are best suited to revealing hierarchies of power which (re)produce multiple social and spatial discriminations? And, secondly, how can these methodologies and methods account for complexity?

An acknowledgement of the structures and power relations which shape categories and spatial dimensions affecting social relations and individual trajectories relies on an epistemology accounting for multi-faceted realities. At the same time, such an epistemology must account for the tangible consequences, for individuals, of the operating of such positionings and spatializations. Some scholars pursue an intersectional analysis from a critical realist epistemology, considering social categories as reflecting social positions and identities (Walby, Amstrong & Strid, 2012). Others employ a deconstructive approach to the analysis of the processes which constitute the categories, seeking to expose the ways in which subjectivities emerge within specific enabling and constraining contexts (Hancock, 2007).

McCall (2005) has highlighted methodological issues of intersectionality which concern the way researchers use categories and other labels. She considers different stances on intersectionality, defined by her as anti-categorial, intra-categorial and inter-categorial approaches to complexity. The first two approaches are rooted in the critique of positivism and objectivity. Their premise is that gender and other categories are socially constructed and that the wide range of different identities, experiences and positions do not fit neatly into any single principal category ‘except as a result of imposing a stable and homogenizing order on a more unstable and heterogeneous social reality’ (McCall, 2005, p. 1777). While anti-categorial approaches adopt somewhat radical deconstruction of methodologies leading to the rejection of any form of categorization, intra-categorial approaches, such as those adopted by feminists of colour, have pursued a middle path, turning to the theoretical and empirical study of fine intersections of categories. While the intra-categorial approach allows previously invisible marginalized groups to have voice, it carries the risk of essentializing differences by positing stable identities (McCall, 2005). Moreover, by focusing on marginalized groups only, it overlooks the operations of the ‘un-named categories’ (such as white or middle-class men), thereby ‘obscuring the norm-constructing operations of power’ (Choo & Ferree, 2010, p. 137). MacKinnon, (2013) argues that, rather than focusing merely on categories, researchers should consider the processes which produce the power hierarchies through which categories are made and operate, and how they are experienced, reproduced and resisted by subjects. A third approach, named inter-categorial, points to the analysis of relationships of inequality among existing social groups. This approach ‘focuses on the complexity of relationships among multiple social groups within and across analytical categories and not on complexities within single social groups, single categories, or both. The subject is multi-group, and the method is systematically comparative’ (McCall, 2005, p. 1786). Here, categories are the departure point for analysis. Complexity is made apparent by analysis of the relations among the multiple groups which are produced by the designation of categories (e.g. Black vs. White women, Black women vs. Black men). However, these categorizations are not considered fixed and essentialized entities. Rather, they are processes through which meanings, roles and social identities are defined and negotiated. The inter-categorial approach enhances the study of social complexity by considering how processes such as genderization, racialization and class making mutually shape each other, producing the institutional environments and the social hierarchies which foster inequality. Analysis of these interconnected assignations across multiple interactions requires a methodology that does not separate the macrostructures of inequalities from the microstructures of social construction of meaning (Choo & Ferree, 2010).

From a methodological viewpoint, the focus on space in social inquiry provided by spatial justice (e.g. Annamma, 2018; Jones et al., 2016) shows many similarities with intersectionality. Consequential geographies, a construct elaborated by Soja (2010), are the geographical outcomes of social and political processes and, at the same time, the dynamic forces affecting these processes. This concept provides a theoretical framework for analysing social phenomena, such as educational policies and politics and learning environments, by stressing the dialectical nature, and the entangled power dynamics, of the process. Spatial categories (e.g. regional, national and global) are considered discursive devices requiring critical analysis in their concrete operation. Moreover, as in intersectionality studies, spatial dimensions are critically examined to highlight further spatial differentiation of phenomena and new aspects of inequality.

The impact of structural, contextual and institutional factors on learning outcomes and skills production, as well as their use in the transition from education to employment, can be investigated at a macro-level with the method of systematic comparison of different groups identified as arising from the intersection of several categories and spatialities. Such analysis can provide a fine-grain description of the conditions and the persistence, increase or decrease of inequalities among subgroups within and across categories. Policies informed by these studies can, therefore, be oriented towards interventions targeting the specific needs of individuals, groups and territories.

At a micro-level, placing young people within the net of relationships which define their specific positions can assist consideration of their perceptions, meaning-making and practices in relation to structural, contextual and institutional factors in the process of learning. Ethnographies, qualitative interviews and focus groups may reveal the specific needs of ‘invisible groups’ emerging from the intersections of different social positions and how (in)formal learning spaces affect the construction of different learners’ subjectivities (Jones et al., 2016). The consequences of spatial rationalization produced by education reforms aimed at increasing efficiency in the school system can also be analysed by examining the way institutional arrangements, as they interact with other processes which construct social boundaries, produce forms of inclusion and exclusion (Kettunen & Prokkola, 2022). Methods to deal with this complexity range from quantitative, exploratory data analysis and multi-level analysis to qualitative, multi-site ethnographies and multi-level coding. Mixed-methods designs can also be drawn on to facilitate the analysis of different levels of social organization (Choo & Ferree, 2010).

Creative methods and participatory research

When researching educational (under)achievement and learning outcomes, we suggest that participatory approaches and creative methods can bring added value. We illustrate this by using an example of the collective experiences gained through the work of Codici, an Italian third-sector organization,2 which has carried out several participatory research projects with young people and their educational communities in the last two decades. Young people included in these projects have been mainly Italian and students with migratory background, from nine to eighteen years old, enrolled in public schools and/or involved in youth centres’ activities, as well as unaccompanied minors, care-leavers or NEETs. Codici’s work is always tailored to the peculiarity of each context, and its approach contains few or no fixed criteria on how to work with young people in research. Thus, as Wulf-Andersen, Follesø and Olsen, (2021, p. 5) suggest, it is ‘always carefully and critically reflect[ing] on young people’s participation in relation to the purpose’. Codici’s significant experience shows that utilizing a participatory framework in research can serve several goals and purposes. These should be taken into consideration for each decision made throughout the research process; from formulating research questions to dissemination of results. Here, attention will be paid to how the different goals and purposes may guide participatory research on education and how they can make a positive difference.

First, participatory approaches aim at multiplying standpoints and representations around the topic or issue at stake (Cammarota & Fine, 2008). For instance, participatory-action research seeks to produce new knowledge on a specific issue, generating data through the active involvement of groups of individuals who have experience of the issue under study. Particular attention is paid to those who are typically excluded, undermined or silenced due to societal power relation dynamics. While participatory action research carried out in local projects has a strong potential to strengthen existing data or hypotheses, especially when working on issues such as educational inequalities, it does not necessarily bring unexpected or groundbreaking new insights on the issue. Nevertheless, this should not be seen as a weakness. Instead, using a participatory approach opens research to a slightly different challenge. In recognizing the significance of increasing the number of ways in which something can be told, it acknowledges the complexity and sometimes disharmony of different viewpoints (Torbjørnsen Halås, 2021). Therefore, its second aim is to create spaces for new narratives, new words and vocabularies to describe, explore and understand phenomena such as young people’s educational experiences. What follows is that, because young people’s own experiences are considered valuable in research to understand their life worlds, they may find a space devoted to and designed for them where they can relate their part of the story. Given this space, young people may find their own way to talk about their learning experiences and bring to the stage unseen or underestimated nuances of these learning experiences. This may, for instance, bring to the forefront the prominent place comfort – happiness, tranquillity and easiness in staying at school – occupies in influencing individuals’ connection to learning processes, ability to interact and intervene in class, and capacity to work with others. Third, less traditional research methods and techniques are introduced with an aim to strengthen the skills young people need in educational settings. By bringing participants together, participatory methods expedite youngsters’ work with groups of people by creating favourable conditions for individuals to share their experiences and generate (new) information in dialogue with others. This is done through activities based more on doing things (Giorgi, Pizzolati & Vacchelli, 2021) than saying (‘the right’) things.

The range of participatory methods used in research may vary depending on their purpose, on the characteristics of the involved group and on how much time is available, but also on researchers’ attitudes. In Codici’s work, traditional research methods, such as interviews and focus groups, are not abandoned but combined with more creative methods (such as drawing, mapping, photographing, role-playing or using music or films), which can be used in different ways for different purposes. For instance, they can be designed to be ice-breakers or conversation starters in more conventional settings, thus providing ‘a pause for reflection, a break from the interview interaction, and an opportunity for participants to give shape to and explore the unsaid’ (Bagnoli, 2019, p. 71). Regardless of their specific form, they are always inclusive approaches which stimulate and create the necessary conditions for the engagement of a diverse range of people across, for example, age and background. Indeed, expanding narratives and fostering engagement can provide chances to discuss and challenge pre-existing knowledge and power relations – preconditions for societal change. Participatory research, as a critical approach to social research (Kara, 2018, as cited in Giorgi, Pizzolati & Vacchelli, 2021, p. 51), leans towards an active improvement of current societal situations for certain groups of individuals and invests much effort in building trusting relations between researchers and participants. This does not mean that participatory research aims to be life-changing per se. Rather, it advocates thinking in terms of the potential for change at the individual and contextual levels.

This potential for change may be realized in several ways. For example, including different viewpoints in the understanding of a phenomenon contributes to richer, broader and more complex representations and knowledge of the topic. This may enhance the efficacy of interventions when designing public and social programmes or specific actions at the local level, especially in terms of coherency with and relevance to the life experiences of the target group. Furthermore, the aspiration for change inherent in participatory methods means considering young people to have the right to be heard within research, decisions and social intervention processes which affect them. Such an approach, which recognizes young people as active agents and competent decision-makers with respect to their own lives, can foster change at the micro-level. Creative and collaborative research approaches present as tools for developing young people’s competencies, self-awareness, critical thinking and agency. Involving young people in less traditional activities and allowing each of them to express themselves in ways they feel comfortable constitutes important work on their (soft) skills and their exploration of their underlying preferences. Participating in research activities can improve one’s capability to gain access to or manage new resources, including practical and theoretical tools by which to express oneself. In addition to being pivotal in terms of facilitating growing into self-aware, responsible, satisfied and happy adults, this process of research participation has been observed to have positive impacts on everyday school activities, teacher and peer interactions and school results.

Thus, participatory and creative research approaches provide a chance to include young people’s voices by paying particular attention to creating the proper conditions – spaces, audience and influence (Lundy, 2007) – for them to be heard. For instance, participatory research involving students, which aims to create devices for them to express their views on their school experience, may be the starting point for understanding which actions are suitable and adequate when intervening in educational inequalities, with respect to those dimensions in which schools have any say. It is important to acknowledge that this type of approach can only be effective if adults in the school system, such as teachers, educators and principals, are also involved in the research. This necessity reflects the importance of including the many different experts and stakeholders in the participatory process. When the participatory dimensions of a research project are seriously committed to by the project leaders, the activation that comes with the participatory process can have a powerful effect in terms of change: it can create a new sense of community as it brings together individuals or groups who are more frequently apart due to their different power positions, ages, expectations and roles. This community can then share an engagement in the overcoming of problems, shortcuts and difficulties within the school environment which, in turn, carries potential for a practical, positive impact on individuals’ trajectories.

Concluding remarks

In this chapter, we have highlighted some of the key problems and limitations of the prevailing ways of conceptualizing and researching learning outcomes and educational (under)achievement. We have also discussed three theoretical approaches which can help research move towards a more multi-dimensional and context-sensitive understanding of the true complexity of these phenomena. Drawing on the interdisciplinary, mixed-methods, CLEAR research project, we argue that, when brought together and complemented with key elements of participatory research methods, the theoretical perspectives, concepts and methodological tools of life course research, intersectionality and spatial justice offer a new and innovative theoretical-methodological framework for researching learning outcomes and educational achievement.

Applying this framework enables research to address a gap in scientific knowledge by observing and modelling the interactions between actors, institutions and contexts involved in the construction of learning outcomes while also acknowledging the high importance of individuals’ perceptions, needs and experiences. Intersectional and spatial stances offer the opportunity to delve into complexity by exploring individuals’ experiences at the crossroads of different social and spatial positioning, thereby illuminating how intertwining processes of inclusion and exclusion shape life courses.

The inclusion and participation of both young people and experts working at various levels in the fields of education, labour market and youth policies support reconstruction of how different levels of learning outcomes emerge in different settings and how the assessment of achievement and underachievement intermingles with multiple factors. It also facilitates in-depth knowledge of how young people exercise their agency when interpreting and dealing with educational success and failure along their life courses. Understanding how policies and local opportunity structures open and close young people’s life course opportunities for learning and beyond can also be gained. The proposed, multi-dimensional framework of the CLEAR research project has the potential to both actively stimulate informed decision-making to support policy and form the necessary basis for innovative and effective policy approaches. In other words, the framework makes it possible to address educational inequalities and promote the participation of youth in the design and implementation of educational policies so that they can meet the actual needs of young people, particularly in times of unpredictable changes and challenges.

Notes

1 The research project Constructing Learning Outcomes in Europe: A Multi-Level Analysis of (Under)Achievement in the Life Course (CLEAR) is exploring the factors that affect the quality of learning outcomes across European regions. It is conducted between 2022 and 2025 in eight EU countries, including Austria, Bulgaria, Finland, Germany, Greece, Italy, Portugal and Spain. For more information, please visit: https://clear-horizon.eu/. The project has received funding from the European Union’s Horizon Europe research and innovation funding programme under Grant Agreement No. 101061155.
2 Codici is a non-profit organization based in Milan that has developed social-action projects since 2005.
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A Spatial Perspective on Promoting Inclusiveness through Learning Outcomes in Europe
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Introduction

European policymaking has targeted the groups of young people who are facing difficulties in achieving well in education and in transitioning successfully into the labour market. Europe-wide efforts to promote the social inclusion of younger generations, especially those in vulnerable positions, have been substantial both in terms of money invested and initiatives and programmes put forth. Yet, the results of these policies have been rather modest, raising questions about the underlying issues of policies and ways to improve the schemes and programmes promoting social inclusiveness (Holford et al., 2023; Tuparevska, Santibáñez & Solabarrieta, 2019; UNICEF, 2024; see also the introduction of this volume). While much attention has been placed on improving the evidence bases of policymaking, contextual and institutional factors impacting policy implementation have received less attention. In particular, issues related to spatial justice, which are acquiring growing significance in policy analyses, have scarcely been integrated into these policymaking discussions.

The turn of European policies towards a learning outcomes approach, as highlighted in the previous chapters of this volume, has not yet resulted in measures promoting meaningful educational experiences for all learners in a wide variety of learning contexts. Often, learners are treated as a homogeneous group of people with similar learning needs, abilities and possibilities to reach targeted learning outcomes. Also, there is not enough consideration of the interconnectedness of the many social, cultural and pedagogical factors which shape young people’s subjectivities and self-perceptions. While most educational policy documents at the EU level recognize the value of diversity, it is frequently understood as an issue which should only be addressed formally. Thus, there is a lack of comprehensive understanding of individual identities and lived experiences in formal, non-formal and informal educational settings. The learning outcomes approach has often been applied to meet administrative and regulatory demands and used for the assessment of educators and educational institutions, which neglects the complexity of education and training systems in Europe. This regulatory framework has assumed a specific understanding of individual life courses in which people are to ‘prevent early leaving’, enjoy ‘youth guarantees’, undertake ‘upskilling pathways’, acquire ‘digital skills’ at different ages and improve their ‘individual learning account’ in order to achieve increasingly higher levels of learning outcomes. In this context, the European Commission has emphasized the need for evidence-informed policymaking (European Commission, 2022) to ensure comprehensive, coherent, proportionate, participative, evidence-based and transparent learning from experience.1 But what counts as evidence? As long as European ‘calls for evidence’ continue to streamline this process through broad terms which ‘refer … to multiple sources of data, information, and knowledge, including quantitative data such as statistics and measurements, qualitative data such as opinions, stakeholder input, conclusions of evaluations, as well as scientific and expert advice’ (European Commission, 2021, p. 4, footnote 18), learning outcomes remain understood in a quantitative, indicatorized – and, thus, to a large extent decontextualized – manner (see European Commission, 2021; 2023 on the Better Regulation Framework). Moreover, such ‘calls for evidence’ entail seeking the expertise and encouraging the involvement of the population addressed by the policy, which, while democratic, may disproportionately burden groups in vulnerable positions.

When research attention on the development and implementation of policies is moved from the supranational to the national and subnational levels, numerous other pitfalls become evident. It is true that, as shown by Cefalo, Scandurra and Ioannidou in Chapter 3 of this volume, underachievement (as measured by the indicator of early school leaving) has been decreasing in recent decades in most European countries. However, large-scale surveys, such as the Programme for the International Assessment of Adult Competencies (PIAAC), reveal substantial within-country differences in learning outcomes which can be related to other factors; for example, to the individual and family characteristics of the learners. Low achievement is found to be consistently associated with low parental education, migration history, ethnic minority background and limited schooling and training. This indicates policy neglect of the accumulation of disadvantages among certain individuals and groups. Data analyses by Cefalo and colleagues carried out at the Nomenclature of Territorial Units for Statistics (NUTS) third level (NUTS 3) depict specific patterns of regional variation across Europe. A more detailed glance into socio-spatial relations, which we offer, exposes a highly uneven distribution of educational opportunities and labour market access for young people, placing many individuals into vulnerable situations.

One dimension through which we can assess the inclusiveness of local/regional policymaking, and which has been largely neglected in policy and research, is the spatial perspective. Adopting this perspective, we aim to integrate a more contextualized and holistic approach to the study of educational phenomena, including learning outcomes. In particular, the question about the degree of justness of the spatial distribution and provision of educational opportunities can be suitably addressed (Soja, 2010). With this critical approach to the impact of spaces on social relations, we want to go beyond the quantitative measurement of learning inequalities along one or more performance indicator at the regional level. In principle, the European Commission’s Better Regulation Agenda (European Commission, 2021) strives to provide a pathway to policymaking based on much richer and more diverse evidence which includes the knowledge of citizens, businesses and other stakeholders within multi-level governance structures. But this has not yet materialized in policies which account for them. In this chapter, we demonstrate that collecting qualitative information on the experiences and perspectives of public, semi-public and private actors (policymakers, experts and practitioners) and going to a deeper level of data collection and analysis beyond the regional level has the potential for more effective policymaking. It is at the local level where formal and informal practices of policy implementation become visible. For instance, ‘grey’ literature and interview data are valuable sources of insights into the deeper beliefs and biases of policy experts and practitioners which influence the economic and institutional opportunity structures affecting young people’s life courses.

The next section offers a spatial perspective on lifelong learning (LLL) policymaking, before a section which presents and discusses initial results from the empirical analyses of the CLEAR project.2 The subsequent sections draw on a survey of experts’ opinion and interviews with education and employment professionals to explore the awareness of spatial justice among these specialists and the consistency of local coordination in six regions, namely: Gabrovo and Plovdiv in Bulgaria, Kainuu and Southwest Finland in Finland, and Barcelona and Castelló in Spain. Some concluding remarks on the value and relevance of spatial justice are made in the final section. Such discussion links analyses of policymaking to the goals of promoting inclusiveness through better education in Europe while, at the same time, earmarking questions for further research.

A spatial perspective on learning outcomes and policymaking in Europe

Space is a concept which has been elaborated in various academic disciplines, most notably in critical geography and urban studies. The British geographer Doreen Massey was, and is, influential in shaping the understandings of space. She recognizes it as ‘the product of interrelations; as constituted through interactions, from the immensity of the global to the intimately tiny’ (Massey, 2005, p. 9). Massey views space ‘as the sphere of the possibility of the existence of multiplicity in the sense of contemporaneous plurality; as the sphere in which distinct trajectories coexist’ (Massey, 2005). In her reading, space is conceptualized as an interactive, heterogeneous and open-ended construct of social and physical worlds, which can be modified, redefined, contested and rearranged in multiple, even yet unknown ways. Space, Massey argues, is ‘always under construction. … It is never finished; never closed. Perhaps we could imagine space as a simultaneity of stories-so-far’ (Massey, 2005, p. 9). In this line of thinking, space cannot be reduced to its physical manifestation which underlies only the laws of physics and nature. Rather, the intrinsic relation between the spatial and the social begs recognition: spaces are not mere containers of the social life but actively influence social agents and shape their choices, possibilities and actions. This applies to all spheres of social life, including education.

Since spaces exercise power and are themselves effects of power relations, it becomes crucial to understand how they play out at the individual and the social levels; thus impacting outcomes of policymaking (Soja, 2010). In other words, such spatiality of places, including educational sites, commands a careful examination of how spaces interact with the actions of social agents. At the individual level, spaces are attributed with various meanings and convey a sense of belonging; for example, home, fatherland or the foreign. They express a deep experience of dwelling, rather than a single point in global geometric space. At the social and policy level, spaces are shaped and co-created by a great variety of factors which impinge upon the distribution not only of rights, resources and opportunities but, also, of burdens and limitations. Just as the spatiality of places differs across territories divided by political and administrative borders, so do rights and opportunities. From this perspective, the role of policymaking is to ensure that all citizens within a specific region are given the same opportunities, irrespectively of their spatial or other origin. And it is exactly this unequal spatial distribution of rights and opportunities that has spurred the debates over spatial justice.

Spatial justice is a relatively new analytical concept, yet it offers a very promising theoretical perspective for the study of social change. While the concept of justice has its roots in moral and political philosophy, most notably John Rawls’ theory of justice (Rawls, 1999), the attribute ‘spatial’ surfaces in the social sciences in relation to the spatialization of social problems – in particular Henri Lefebvre’s concept of the ‘Right to the City’ (Lefebvre, 1968; see also 1974). By articulating how structural forms and modes of inequality, segregation, marginalization and spatially based discrimination create, control and sustain social divisions, the concept enables scrutiny of the spatial dimension of social inequalities and problematizes the (un)fair and (un)just distribution of opportunities, rights and public goods. While focusing primarily on cities and urban/rural cleavages, the scope of the concept is wider and includes diverse sites and constellations (core-periphery, lagging-thriving regions, remote-central locations) which affect life courses and educational pathways of young people.

In analytical terms, we distinguish between a distributive and a procedural perspective to spatial justice. A distributive approach considers how public goods are allocated, accessible and available in different spaces, with the aim to achieve a fair redistribution of educational, health and labour opportunities. A procedural approach considers how policy- and decision-making processes represent, design and manage policy measures – and their intended or unintended outcomes – in different locales, with the aim of disentangling representations of space and spatially differentiated outcomes of (multi-level) arrangements and decisions. Both foci are relevant in distinguishing the diverse sets of constituents of spatial justice. The procedural perspective of spatial justice is particularly relevant for the analysis of European policymaking since, as the CLEAR research project argues, the construction of learning outcomes in Europe (and beyond) results from the interplay of multiple factors and actors, including spaces. Yet again, the focus is on policies targeting young people in multi-disadvantaged and vulnerable positions, with the aim of yielding knowledge on how regional/local landscapes interact with young people’s life courses. Educational landscapes refer to educational sites and the divergent pathways they offer young people to navigate their life courses (Benasso et al., 2022; Parreira do Amaral, Kovacheva & Rambla, 2020). By stressing the spatial perspective of educational landscapes, the goal is to address some shortcomings of more traditional approaches to policy analysis which are biased towards researching employability, academic credentials and measurable outcomes of learning. In contrast, what needs to be highlighted is the significance of the dynamic, ambivalent and processual nature of education, as well as the multiplicity of and interplay between physical, structural and sociocultural dimensions of spaces (from international to regional/local levels) and diverse power actors involved in the policymaking process. Such a multi-dimensional view enables us to approach educational policymaking more profoundly and with a stronger context-sensitive focus. It helps avoid reducing educational outcomes to their instrumental understanding.

Educational policies are often devised without considering the spatial features of regions or nation states in which they are to be implemented. In the following paragraphs, four dimensions of spatial features are discussed which highlight the need for a more careful spatial conceptualization of educational policymaking (see Zelinka & Parreira do Amaral, 2025).

The first dimension relates to the sense of security. The geographical features of a space (such as height of mountains, length of rivers or breadth of plains, but also the quality of infrastructure, roads, trails and the existing barriers or impassable tracks) have a great impact on the mobility of individuals, including time-consumption and financial costs. If travelling to schools or training centres entails several crossings and sections potentially threatened by natural (floods, earthquakes, landslides) or social (criminal acts, terror attacks) events or is otherwise connected with high costs, the decision to participate in educational or training programmes is affected by young people’s perceptions of (in)security. Reflecting upon spatial factors in policy design can help avoid unnecessary labelling and stigmatization of certain population groups. People such as members of ethnic or religious minorities, women or disabled persons are more prone to vulnerable experiences yet might be, unwarrantedly, seen as unwilling to cooperate due to their presumed immobility.

A second dimension refers to local/regional structures and their opening and closing of possibilities. Urban agglomerations serve as a great example. Cities are portrayed as main spaces of productivity, innovation and growth, where employability is honoured and valued as the main currency. Subsequently, many European educational policies (most notably the Youth Guarantee) profile their recipients on the basis of the operationalization of their physical distance to the labour market. In urban and sub-urban sites, the flexibility to reach out to the centre and the main working and learning districts is the key to success. Educational policies are mainly targeted to young adults in diverse conditions of vulnerability, often requiring them to move from deprived outskirts where they may have accumulated negative experiences of relations with the local representatives of institutions and can usually access limited amounts of economic, cultural and social capital.

A third dimension points to meaning-making processes. Young people, especially those in disadvantaged and vulnerable positions, are further confronted with making sense of their educational pathways. These pathways are often marked with multiple breaks, dropouts, detours and setbacks, and affected by spatially distributed educational and labour market opportunities. Due to the variable intersections of disadvantages affecting these young people, their available educational pathways might further discriminate between those who are sufficiently equipped to support and make sense of their movement towards the centre, finding opportunities for integration in the educational policies, and those who struggle to recognize their own goals, thus risking getting lost in a loop of movement with no clear (or, often, aspired) direction.

Embedded in structural power relations, as the fourth dimension, the inequalities faced by young people involved in educational or training programmes are not only a matter of lack of individual resources. They also deal with a more general trend towards the physical peripheralization, such as locations of housing and community centres, of youths in Europe. Woodman (2022) notes an intergenerational imbalance in terms of economic and political power, visible in many fields of social life, which operates to the detriment of the younger generation. Research on the processes of policymaking highlights that, even when the policies are explicitly designed to target young people, engagement of youths’ organizations and, subsequently, the voice of young people as a cohort is very weak or totally absent (Bečević & Andersson, 2022). This risks turning social problems into individual ones.

In short, educational policymaking demands a more profound understanding of how spaces affect and contribute to the dispersion of educational opportunities and challenges and how they co-create spatial and social injustice. In the context of policy transfer, what also needs to be taken into account is the ambivalent, processual and constructive nature of spaces and their specific regional and local variations. These cannot be replicated or rescaled to other settings. In this regard, applying a spatial perspective to the success rate of educational policies in achieving inclusiveness is not simply bringing another parameter into the analysis of educational policymaking. Instead, it is an indicator of how grounded and truly inclusive are the policies’ attempts to outbalance generational, regional, social and economic disparities.

Across the EU, initial empirical results of the CLEAR research project indicate, experts in vocational education and training (VET) and employment policies tend to converge on general views about the strategic value of employment and the significance of learning. However, this same data reveals, the actual patterns of policy coordination differ greatly among regions.

A focus on Bulgaria, Finland and Spain

In this section, we present initial findings from three data sources and discuss selected issues arising therefrom. We focus on the regional level via three EU-member countries: Finland represents the Nordic, Spain the South European and Bulgaria the South-East European educational landscape and traditions.

Bulgaria is characterized as representative of a South-East European educational landscape and the region’s educational traditions. It is an exemplar of transitional/post-socialist regimes whose welfare systems are diverse and lack fixed characteristics which results in significant gross domestic product (GDP) fluctuations with sharp drops followed by swift recoveries. EU membership aspirations or actual integration into the EU have driven these nations to reform their social policies. In Bulgaria, Gabrovo illustrates regions from which young people emigrate. Industrial activity and higher education institutions often attract them to Plovdiv.

Finland is included as representing a Nordic country with a universalistic welfare regime and education and labour market policies. It prioritizes equal access to resources and the state’s role in providing services and financial assistance. Finland is known for a rather harmonious blend of education, vocational training and labour market practices rooted in state-led initiatives and collaborative partnerships which have paved the way for highly equitable and efficient socio-economic trajectories. While Kainuu is a vast, rural region with a narrow array of opportunities for youth, Southwest Finland has become a thriving metropolitan area which hosts a technological hub.

Spain is taken here as an example of a South European educational landscape and tradition. Countries in this region have family-centric/sub-protective/Mediterranean welfare systems which place significant social responsibilities on families, often exacerbating social inequalities and segmented labour market chances, particularly for those from low-income families. Poverty rates are also a considerable problem in these countries. Spain’s education system faces various challenges, such as a traditional devaluation of low-quality vocational education compared to academic education, very high retention rate and a high rate of early school leaving. The labour market in these countries is highly segmented, with many young people employed temporarily and experiencing a low post-education employment rate. Spain has the highest youth unemployment rate in the Euro area. Prolonged economic crises (especially that between 2008 and 2013) have hindered recent attempts to improve skills among young people (Hadjivassiliou et al., 2016; Kazepov, 2010). Barcelona is a thriving metropolitan area concentrating intense activity in the hospitality and the IT sectors, whereas Castelló is a mid-sized town with a declining industrial district and several cheap tourist resorts.

In the CLEAR research project, we have conducted several analyses focusing the construction of learning outcomes (see the introduction to this volume). We draw, in this chapter, on four main sources of evidence:

1. Analyses of primary quantitative data sources, specifically Eurostat (time span from 2005 to 2021): Labour Force Survey (LFS), European Union Statistics on Income and Living Conditions (SILC) and National and Regional Accounts. Data collection focused on young people aged between fifteen and thirty-four at NUTS 0 (national) and NUTS 2 (regional) levels. Data was used to create a set of fifty-one indicators grouped into six major dimensions: education, labour market, economic context, demographic context, material conditions and institutional setting (Kazepov et al., 2023).

2. Institutional analyses which included a sample of (grey) literature enabling a mapping out of processes of skills formation and skills utilization and of how the levels of government connect with skills-equilibria at national and regional levels. The focus was on documents defining learning outcomes at ISCED 2−6 levels, which consisted of curriculum plans of lower secondary education, self-description of higher-level programmes as well as statistical assessments, white books, laws and policy evaluation reports (N=502) (Rambla et al., 2024).

3. Semi-structured interviews (N=105) with professionals of education and employment at regional and local levels during spring 2024 which complemented the document analyses. The interviews focused on the experts’ views on challenges entailed in the institutional dimensions of young people’s life courses, intersectional inequalities related to students of the three sectors and spatial justice in the coordination of the educational programmes (Rambla et al., 2024).

4. An expert survey (N=494) with national- and regional-level experts from the fields of education and training, adult learning, labour market and youth work representing the public sector, academia and research, labour market and civil society. The survey was carried out in the CLEAR countries between October 2023 and March 2024 and forecasted future scenarios of educational disadvantage, quality of learning outcomes and underachievement; it also assessed the multi-level governance and coordination of different policy strands in defining and dealing with regional and national (under)achievement (Barberis et al., 2024).

The quantitative analysis of data shows slight disparities between the countries (see Figure 10.1 below). Regarding the levels of educational attainment (ISCED levels 0−2, year 2021), Spain has comparatively high levels of young people with lower secondary education as their highest level of education (27.7 per cent), followed by Bulgaria (17.3 per cent) and Finland (9.7 per cent). When considering the share of vocational qualifications (ISCED levels 3−4, year 2021), Finland has one of the largest shares in the EU (37.8 per cent), followed by Bulgaria (21.6 per cent) and Spain (11.8 per cent). Finally, the share of young people with tertiary educational attainment (ISCED 5−8) is considerably high in Spain (48.7 per cent), while Finland (40.1 per cent) and Bulgaria (33.6 per cent) report high, yet more proportional shares. In this regard, between the years 2014 and 2021, Spain has experienced a considerable increase of young people with tertiary educational attainment, and Bulgaria and Finland have reported similar results over the same period. These observations indicate that the structure of population based on the levels of educational attainment varies between the countries and leads to quite different demands for policy solutions supporting young people in vulnerable positions. From a socio-economic perspective, remaining longer in the formal education system is more expensive for the governments and prolongs people’s youth period. However, if we leave the national level and turn to the European regional levels, the challenges on site appear to be more complex.
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Figure 10.1 Educational attainment by ISCED levels (2014 vs. 2021).


Source: Calculation on EUROSTAT EDAT_LFSE_04 by Kazepov et al. (2023).

Note: The timeframe is restricted to 2014– 2021 because of many missing cases before 2014.

As Figure 10.2 (by Kazepov et al., 2023) shows, there are remarkable differences across the European regions related to learning outcomes and contextual indicators collected between the years 2007 and 2019. The figure points out to four clusters of regions, which Kazepov and colleagues have characterized as (1) regions with unequal decline and growth (black), such as increase of NEET (not in education, employment or training) rates, slow economic growth coupled with high knowledge-intensive sectors; (2) regions strongly improving youth integration (dark grey), indicated by effective job provisions, growing employment rates and low levels of NEETs; (3) regions strengthening human capital and knowledge-intensive growth (grey texture), seen as population growth, strong knowledge economy and substantial portions of tertiary educated population; and (4) regions with low human capital and trapped development (white), where bad employment conditions, signs of stagnation and low pace of growth for tertiary education are apparent. Given these regional clusters, the regional dynamic produces different economic outcomes and allocates various groups of stakeholders in the countries selected. From a spatial perspective, the regional levels in Bulgaria, Spain and Finland point to inconsistencies which are otherwise invisible on the national level. For example, while Spain reports high levels of tertiary educated population, its regions show signs of stagnation and skills mismatch.

.
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Figure 10.2 Groups of regions according to their moving average 2007–2019*



Source: Elaboration on EUROSTAT online database by Kazepov et al (2023).

Note: *The moving average is a calculation of data based on a series of averages of different selections of the full data set and is used to smooth out short-term fluctuations and highlight longer-term trends or cycles.

In Bulgaria, young people are trapped in an economy which cannot produce enough job opportunities while, in Finland, the population growth is asymmetric and does not reflect the regional demands. In Spain, population growth is a consequence of significant immigration: big cities such as Barcelona and tourist areas such as Castelló are a common destination of many newcomers.

A vague idea of learning outcomes

In Bulgaria, Finland and Spain, the experts who participated in the survey portrayed an abstract image of what they see as learning outcomes. For instance, they referred to labour shortages in very vague terms but did not discuss the social conditions that had impeded jobseekers from learning key skills. Most respondents acknowledged the variety of the involved dimensions but did not provide any evidence on the impact of the programmes (Barberis et al., 2024).

The survey results rendered a broad picture of economic, social and individual components of learning outcomes. On average, the experts anticipated this multi-sided view would be high on future policy agendas, not least because a too narrow focus on the students’ assessment and institutional audits could not capture the socio-economic challenges of many regions. To the extent that employment was the goal of education for most respondents, only a few were sensitive to the multiple dimensions of learning. Furthermore, experts disagreed on the future importance of formal credentials. While some predicted that on-the-job performance and micro-credentials were likely to contribute to learning more than academic certificates over time, others estimated that academic credentials would keep conveying relevant information for employers.

Differences in national patterns of experts’ opinions were more marked. For instance, in Bulgaria, experts predicted that academic grades would remain important for future policymaking. In contrast, Finnish respondents did not value grades, learner assessment and ranking of educational institutions as much as experts from elsewhere. In Spain, the scores of the survey were located in between these two extremes.

Nevertheless, the institutional/literature reviews of learning outcomes and the interviews with education and employment professionals indicated that variation of responses among countries did not reflect concerns with spatial issues anywhere at the time of the CLEAR fieldwork in 2023 and 2024 (Rambla et al., 2024). In the interviews, the education and employment professionals highlighted the importance of soft skills. Generally, the lack of both academic credentials and soft skills were, exclusively, seen as individual problems. Although a few interviewees used terms such as ‘intersectional inequality’, many claimed that success in education and training depends on the personal characteristics of young people and how they adapt to the employer’s expectations regarding such matters as customer service, organizational culture and teamwork (Rambla et al., 2024).

For example, in Gabrovo (Bulgaria), the interviewees mentioned the lack of soft skills by young people when they discussed both IT and health services.

Unfortunately, we discontinued the ‘smiles hour’3 class in the school, but many students are still unable to work in a team. Employers always consider that we must teach them to work in a team and share their work, to seek new options, to learn. I will then teach them the language they need to work, but it is not enough.

(Expert from Gabrovo, Bulgaria)

In general, in our sector, I notice a tendency for younger generations to be less disciplined and more difficult to respond to and engage in new activities.

(Expert from Gabrovo, Bulgaria)

These opinions were intermingled with ethnic markers so much that it often suggested sheer discrimination. In a local hospital, for instance, some informants noticed that Roma people were often recruited for the less prestigious jobs which also meant that this group was exposed to stereotypes about their low readiness for work.

There is a belief among employers that they [the Roma] are lazy. … There is no expectation that they will do the job properly. There is no expectation. This prevents them [employers] from hiring them [the Roma].

(Expert from Gabrovo, Bulgaria)

In Southwestern Finland, the employment and education professionals evaluated the increasing share of foreign-born, associate health professionals in terms of their soft skills. Some mentioned a controversy between educators who are worried about the poor communication skills of graduates and their lowering grades, amongst other perceived problems, and those who faced the new situation as a positive challenge.

From the beginning, maybe until 2012, our students were girls with a grade point average of over 8.5 [on the scale from four to ten]. Now we have some students whose grade point average starts with number five. The teachers think that the competence level has dropped, but I have said that we just have different students than before. And I think we have the right students. If we can just get them graduated, they will stay in the sector longer than students used to do before.

(Expert from Southwest Finland, Finland)

The institutional analysis captured a similar reaction in Castelló (Spain). In Spain, the regional public employment services are in charge of professional training for both employed and unemployed candidates. Some of these courses are so short that they do not even deliver a professional qualification. In Castelló, the interviewees noticed that education and training had to be adapted to the needs of the temporary inhabitants of a nearby urban slum who stayed close to the town during intermediate periods between short-term jobs elsewhere in the country. The concern was for these students to at least complete these basic skills programmes that were, allegedly, adapted to the conditions of extreme poverty.

We designed thirty-hour modules so that they do not drop out so easily. Due to their previous experience with low achievement, they hardly engage in longer courses. So, many courses do not even deliver a professional certificate at the end.

(Expert from Castelló, Spain)

Many students do not have a work permit. Others stay in camps out of the city and are continuously planning where to move. Often, they don’t know if they will have food for dinner today.

(Expert from Castelló, Spain)

In short, the findings of the CLEAR project indicate that learning outcomes policies remained insensitive to spatial justice in 2023 and 2024. The respondents to the survey mentioned some spatial issues but the interviewees basically narrowed down the references to geography to disparate employment levels. A widespread focus on this theme seemed to overlook further considerations on the dimensions of learning and the diversity of the youths who approached schools and public employment services to learn the necessary skills to find a job.

Uneven modes of coordination

In the different countries of Bulgaria, Finland and Spain, respondents to the survey and the interviewees coincided on the primacy of concerns with labour market inclusion and a blurred concept of learning and its value. In contrast with this homogeneous pattern, the stakeholders of education, training and employment adopted dissimilar modes of coordination in the three countries.

In the Plovdiv and Gabrovo regions of Bulgaria, education and employment professionals remembered old coordination meetings but noticed that these meetings were uncommon. They eventually considered that coordination was poor. Thus, the Ministry of Education, the National Agency for Vocational Training and Education and the National Agency for Assessment and Accreditation had set the learning outcomes of VET programmes according to a uniform pattern, but some Plovdiv interviewees blamed this pattern for being outdated.

Some things are, so to speak, obsolete and therefore you have to adhere to the state standards but also to give them [students] something practical.

(Expert from Plovdiv, Bulgaria)

Policies affect the company to a degree. They are strategic factors. When we talk about the local policy, or say the policy in Bulgaria, we are talking about investors, taxes, and fiscal policy etc. Political processes ensure the stability of the economy.

(Expert from Plovdiv, Bulgaria)

In Gabrovo, coordination meant some alignment of the programmes of the local schools. Respondents were also critical about the relevance of old national arrangements.

Our IT programme was adequate for the time when it was done. Currently, definitely not.

(Expert from Gabrovo, Bulgaria)

The Association of Bulgarian Chefs helps us to design the curriculum. However, one thing we don’t accept is that, in the tenth grade, there are no classes in practice. The curriculum is made so that, in the ninth grade, children have only one term’s study practice. In the tenth grade, they have no practice at all. So, with so little time to practice they can’t learn cooking.

(Expert from Gabrovo, Bulgaria)

Teachers and employers clearly disagreed on the employability of graduates. To the former, recent graduates were well prepared but the latter highlighted some shortcomings. Although programmes were evaluated, these exercises mostly focused on producing tables of graduation rates rather than concentrating on the issues of design, implementation and impact.

I think the measure of the program at, right, the Ministry level, at the level of Bulgaria is the matriculation results at the end of the year. Perhaps this … estimate is the only indicator.

(Expert from Gabrovo, Bulgaria)

In Finland, coordination was institutionalized. For instance, both in rural Kainuu and in urban Southwest Finland, interviewees reported reiterative agreements and consultation between the parties of education and training. For example, the business community was directly involved in developing the curriculum of VET programmes.

If we are thinking about drawing up the core curriculum, it is done in a tripartite way by EDUFI [Finnish National Agency for Education], which is in charge of it, and the working life and educational institutions are consulted there. And of course, various parties and representatives from the business world are consulted.

(Expert from Kainuu, Finland)

In the interviews with experts from Southwest Finland, interviewees referred to a wide array of collaborative networks. For instance, health studies educators had adopted a networked organizational approach to the delivery of their courses.

We have a health campus network in the region, with which we work a lot, that is, all the higher education institutions in the region and we are the only vocational educational institution involved, so we try to speak for them there. Higher education cooperation, it’s very important regionally.

(Expert from Southwest Finland, Finland)

Also, a regional council ran a support service for students who dropped out for whatever reason.

The Regional Council of Southwest Finland is distributing money and we have just applied for a project on how to increase the appeal of this education. … In the past we had a project, which was an attempt to reduce social exclusion. During that time, such models were made. That is, when a student interrupts studies for social or mental health reasons, then it is difficult for him or her to re-attach to studies, then we have tailor-made for them to have their own group that meets regularly. And it has produced good results.

(Expert from Southwest Finland, Finland)

In Kainuu, the Well-being Services County of Kainuu was the main employer in the field of health care. The respondents described how this organization collaborated with the Kainuu Vocational College, the Kajaani University of Applied Sciences, the Metropolia University of Applied Sciences, private providers of care homes for the elderly and the disabled, and early childhood education and care providers.

We already have this kind of three-party cooperation. Since 2014, we have been working together strategically on a contractual basis. And yes, the attractiveness of the sector has been our number one goal together ever since. And we have considered … all possible ways of increasing it.

(Expert from Kainuu, Finland)

An exhaustive description of coordination in the country should not, however, overlook a deeply ingrained culture of evaluation, which some stakeholders of education and training took for granted.

FINEEC [The Finnish Education Evaluation Centre] evaluates us, sometimes it evaluates the tourism degree, sometimes the restaurant and catering sector, and at some point, they studied our mathematics learning. That is, they have such an evaluation programme.

(Expert from Southwest Finland, Finland)

For Spain, the main instrument of policy design has been legal reform. In 2020 and 2022, two Acts were passed (by substantial majorities at the Parliament) which broaden the learning outcomes of VET programmes. The Acts set equivalences and pathways between the VET programmes delivered by high schools and colleges and the programmes delivered by the regional public employment services. They also increase the hours of professional internships.

In Barcelona, the potential for coordination was strong in 2024. The recently created Catalan VET Agency could, conceivably, build on the work of the Barcelona VET Foundation conducted over a longer term. The mixed municipal and regional educational authority launched a plan to constitute VET clusters, forming partnerships between schools and employers within an articulated variety of programmes (either run by the employment services or the schools). However, teachers were reluctant to expect much from these grand reforms, not least because everyday experience revealed old hurdles that were never addressed.

We must still teach how to print radiographies although hospitals use digital files.

(Expert from Barcelona, Spain)

Our plan foresees too many hours of office automation and too few of proper programming.

(Expert from Barcelona, Spain)

In Castelló, schools and the regional employment service had divided their responsibility in a clear-cut way. While the former institutions taught young students, the latter trained middle- to high-skilled workers and outsourced basic skills programmes for the low-skilled to several non-profit organizations. These non-profits were capable of reaching many localities and link their own training with the internships delivered by a partner organization. But this coordination fully relied on bilateral agreements between the parties.

Although our students are seldom prepared to respond to the demands of employers, sometimes we endeavour to train some groups to meet particular expectations of given economic sectors. So, we basically train warehouse workers and shop assistants because we know they can find a job there. We can recruit teachers to carry out courses in several localities. If municipalities tell us that a group of young people are interested, we do our best. We move easily. Then, if they are resilient and are interested, we recommend them to do an internship and reach a professional certificate with Social Non-Profit.

(Expert from Castelló, Spain)

To sum up, the CLEAR interviews with education and employment professionals identified diverging modes of coordination in Bulgaria, Finland and Spain. In Bulgaria, the Ministry had met the stakeholders about ten years before the interviews but there were no specific guidelines or experiences of local coordination. Networks and a shared culture of evaluation were well established in Finland. Although certain local authorities and non-profits endeavoured to launch collaborative work in Spain, this way of collaborating was limited, at the time of fieldwork, to a narrow set of activities.

Discussion and conclusion: Inclusiveness through learning outcomes?

Spatial justice results from a number of factors involved in the interplay between space and education and its actual expression in diverse LLL settings. There is no universal definition for when spatial injustice has been achieved since every case is a dynamic and open-ended process. Some spaces can temporarily worsen the social situation and access to quality education; yet, as already stated, they are not to be blamed as the sole causes of inequality and injustice.

Instead, it is necessary to acknowledge the power imbalances resulting from the uneven distribution of resources, rights and opportunities, which are to be balanced by context- and spatially sensitive policymaking. This is even more important given the risk of individualizing social and regional problems into individual ones. The fact that a vague image of inequality is pervasive across countries and regions highlights a growing threat. Despite the expanding education and training policies, the mainstream policy understanding of the situation remains incomplete.

The uneven capacity of local arrangements is also a very relevant finding. Although European education and training policies take national and regional diversity into account, the empirical evidence of CLEAR indicates that the countries currently endeavouring to consolidate more inclusive institutional systems, such as Bulgaria and Spain, barely tackle spatial justice. These countries attempt, but fail, to emulate sound patterns of local coordination which may underpin reflective evaluation and trigger resilient policies in the long run.

Finally, the aim to strengthen the subjective capacity and agency of young people needs to overcome their mainstream, monolithic representation as passive recipients, if they are to be empowered to build their life courses in the existing environments. This understanding is, in some cases, albeit unnoticeably, reinforced by the spatial representation of young people (villagers, hinterlanders, street children, etc.). This affects not only their self-perception and educational aspirations but flattens them out as ‘difficult’, ‘at risk’ or ‘wicked’ youth, thus, leading to stigmatization and ill-informed policymaking. To counter this spatial bias, we propose to reflect on the spatiality of educational pathways, decisions and programmes, exploring how it can be reimagined and transformed to better mirror the challenges and opportunities resulting from the interplay of space and education. Promoting inclusiveness, in particular among groups in vulnerable situations and facing multiple sources of disadvantage, is not a simple task. As Susan Robertson and Roger Dale wrote:

[T]he structures, processes and practices of education governance frameworks matter, because they shape the form, pattern and scope of education policies and practices, the opportunities they provide, and the outcomes they enable. Education governance frameworks, therefore, both intrinsically and necessarily, have social justice implications in that they structure, and are ‘strategically selective’ (Jessop, 2005) of, some interests, life chances and social trajectories over others.

(Robertson & Dale, 2013, p. 427)

More traditional conceptualizations of learning outcomes and underachievement place a strong focus on (statistically) capturing and measuring the quality of learning outcomes. Although they do contribute their share to promoting inclusiveness through education, a more serious engagement with, and recognition of, spatial differences – regions, cities, neighbourhoods, school contexts and so forth – is crucial if policymaking is to succeed in raising social justice levels across Europe (see Robertson, 2022).

Notes

1 For the Commission, ‘Evidence-informed policymaking refers to an approach to policymaking that aims at informing policy deliberations and decisions with the best available evidence’ (European Commission, 2022, p. 5). As they emphasize, ‘“evidence-informed policy”, rather than “evidence-based policy” is preferred […], to acknowledge the limits of science for policy’ (European Commission, 2022, p. 31).
2 The research project Constructing Learning Outcomes in Europe: A Multi-Level Analysis of (Under)Achievement in the Life Course (CLEAR) is exploring the factors that affect the quality of learning outcomes across European regions. It is conducted between 2022 and 2025 in eight EU countries, including Austria, Bulgaria, Finland, Germany, Greece, Italy, Portugal and Spain. For more information, please visit: https://clear-horizon.eu/. The project has received funding from the European Union’s Horizon Europe research and innovation funding programme under Grant Agreement No. 101061155.
3 ‘Smiles hour’ refers to an extra-curricular class aimed at developing students’ conflict resolution and teamwork skills.
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Epilogue

Jenni Tikkanen, Marcelo Parreira do Amaral, Tero Järvinen and Natália Alves

Motivated by our will and ambition to improve educational equality and social inclusion for young people across Europe and beyond, we embarked on the project of this edited volume. Through it, we sought to develop novel conceptual and methodological tools with potential to stimulate innovative and effective policy and research approaches to tackling the challenges, vulnerabilities and intersecting inequalities that today’s young people are confronted with on their educational pathways. To this end, the volume – and the interdisciplinary, comparative, mixed-method CLEAR research project on which it draws – aimed, as a first step, to critically examine the dominant understandings of learning outcomes and educational (under)achievement in policy and research. Thereby, evidence is provided of why many well-intentioned policy attempts to increase educational equality for and social inclusion of young people have so often failed to produce significant results.

The need for such critical reappraisal of policy solutions is well illustrated by a rigorous literature review carried out by Enchikova and colleagues (2024). It demonstrates how, after twenty years of quantitative measurements of learning outcomes by OECD’s PISA studies, this approach has not, overall, been able to significantly contribute to educational equality in the participating countries. Instead, this narrow learning outcomes approach has primarily served as a tool for governing education.

The chapters in this volume elucidated the dominance and the consequences of a circumscribed, quantitative and standardized understanding of learning and education in both policymaking and scholarly literature. While European education and training policies take national and regional diversity into account to a degree, strong assumptions of objectivity and similarity of learning outcomes across national, institutional and professional contexts continue to underpin the dominant policy approaches (Prøitz et al., 2017). However, Chapter 1 of this volume highlights that understandings of ability, performance and achievement are socially constructed, thus dependent on the context of their construction, and these spatially differing understandings lead to differing degrees of inequalities in learning outcomes. Lack of sufficient sensitivity to the diversity of contexts often leads to adopting one-size-fits-all definitions of learning outcomes. This leaves out factors such as the life courses of people, the intricacies of policy implementation, social inequalities among learners and disparities between educational contexts, as discussed particularly in Chapters 2 and 4. As the authors argue, absenting these factors stands in stark contrast to the multi-faceted nature of educational experiences and their impact on young people’s future as well as the complexity and unpredictability of social life more broadly. This leads to a mismatch between policy expectations of the transformative power of learning outcomes and their actual definitions. Whereas, as argued in Chapter 8, widening the ways in which educational achievement is conceptualized can help to uncover the existing mismatches, tensions and barriers manifesting in institutional and policy ineffectiveness. Since policy is informed by research, the significance of the findings of the synthesis review of research literature on learning outcomes presented in Chapter 4 becomes evident: in research literature, learning outcomes are presumed as common-sensical attributes of learning and are seldom defined, especially outside subject-specific requirements. Also, the underlying theoretical assumption of learning outcomes is, predominantly, behaviourism; despite the substantial and varied critiques made against it for a long time now. Consequently, learning outcomes are primarily described in quantitative terms. These observations underscored the necessity of a reconceptualization of learning outcomes and (under)achievement. Rather, learning outcomes should be conceived in a holistic and context-sensitive way whereby learners’ life courses and life worlds are also considered. Such a reconceptualization will overcome the pitfalls and shortcomings of the prevailing understanding, which conflates educational and academic achievement and narrows the wider arena of educational matters to what is academically relevant, thus providing further justification for our approach.

The relevance of the national contexts is demonstrated further in Chapter 5 by scrutinizing how, in policymaking, concepts related to learning do not converge across countries. Moreover, and very importantly, Chapter 3 illustrated that educational (under)achievement is characterized by spatial dimensions that go beyond the national level as learning outcomes are significantly shaped by territorial opportunity structures. Furthermore, the results presented in Chapter 10 show how local capacities for consolidating more inclusive institutional systems and tackling spatial justice are unevenly distributed.

The empirical findings presented in this volume testify to the need to cross-check and revise statistical measurements using contextual information by integrating quantitative data with in-depth institutional and qualitative data. In other words, as underscored in Chapters 2 and 3, cross-country educational comparisons alone are not able to provide a comprehensive picture of the issues at hand: indicator data flattens the presence of contextualities, uncertainties and measurement limitations. Thereby, the emerging findings of the CLEAR project highlight the importance of both refocusing attention from national to regional and local levels and carefully considering the perspective of spatial justice when researching learning outcomes and educational (under)achievement, as is promoted in this volume.

In addition – and in relation – to spatiality and the diversity of different contexts, there is also the diversity of people, across intersecting dimensions such as ethnicity, immigration status, gender, sexual orientation, language, culture, religion, mental and physical abilities and social background. This is a key aspect of learning outcomes and educational achievement, which is recognized in European education and training policies. However, as shown in Chapter 6 and further discussed in Chapter 10, the diversity of learners is frequently understood in educational policy documents as an issue which should only be addressed formally, pointing to the lack of a comprehensive understanding of individual identities and lived experiences in different educational settings. Furthermore, the mainstream policy understanding of social and spatial inequality remains incomplete, with European policy experts displaying only a vague image of inequality.

This is particularly worrisome because, in addition to spatial dimensions, learning outcomes and achievement are also characterized by intersectional traits, as illustrated by the analysis presented in Chapter 3. Indeed, one key argument brought forward and validated in this volume is that learning outcomes, which are impacted by complex intersecting factors, can neither be decontextualized from the spaces of their construction nor from the life courses and biographies of learners. Therefore, considering intersectionality together with spatiality and life courses of learners is of utmost importance when researching learning outcomes and achievement. In this regard, Chapter 9 promoted the CLEAR project’s theoretical-methodological framework, which combines the theoretical perspectives, concepts and methodological tools of life course research, intersectionality and spatial justice, as a means for meeting the significant demands of studying learning outcomes.

Learning outcomes, educational (under)achievement and their construction processes are, this volume has shown, complex and multi-dimensional. Consequently, facilitating, designing and implementing more innovative, context-sensitive and effective policies which target unequal structures of opportunities, polarization of learning outcomes and achievement, and skills shortage in the labour market is far from easy. What is required, as discussed throughout the chapters, is willingness to think beyond the conventional; acceptance of the complex nature of knowledge and open-endedness of learning outcomes; preparedness to discuss what kinds of learning and learning outcomes are worth supporting; constant problematization of the current policy tendencies to individualize learning outcomes and essentialize vulnerabilities to certain groups of young people; and engagement in conversation and collaboration with policymakers, scholars, education administrators, educationalists and other relevant stakeholders – most importantly young people themselves. Whereas research on learning outcomes often brackets out many relevant actors from the construction of the understanding of learning outcomes, as shown in Chapter 4, we want to promote active participation of all the different stakeholders. To this end, the CLEAR project applies the Transversal Participatory Approach presented in Chapter 7. One of the main aims of this approach is to increase the project’s overall capacity to give value to the different voices in the field of education, particularly those usually not ‘heard’ by policymakers, namely young people in vulnerable situations. The approach also helps to find proper languages to engage, relate with, inform and better understand the different stakeholders and to potentially trigger reflexivity in all those involved in the research.

In this volume, we avoid taking learning outcomes as a ‘self-evident’ concept not requiring definition. Further, and in accordance with the conceptual discussions, cutting-edge empirical evidence and preliminary results of the CLEAR project presented in the chapters, we argue that high-quality outcomes of formal, non-formal and informal learning include several aspects eluding quantification and measurement. These, we note, are in addition to but certainly not subjugated by ‘set[s] of knowledge, skills and/or competences an individual has acquired and/or is able to demonstrate after completion of the learning process’ (CEDEFOP, 2016, p. 30), as measured by school grades and test scores. They comprise inter- and intrapersonal ‘soft’ skills like resilience and teamwork; higher order thinking skills, such as analysing and creating; attitudes and values supporting democratic and diverse societies; participation and citizenship skills empowering youth to influence the world they are living in; strong and realistic self-efficacy beliefs and self-images together with agentic and reflexive capabilities needed to build subjectively meaningful pathways; and – consequently and very importantly – positive life course outcomes, such as participation in education and employment as a means of finding one’s place in the world.

The works presented in this volume have justified and shown the value of our research approach. They have shared relevant insights to guide future research work – by us and others – while also providing conceptual and methodological tools for researchers aiming to tackle the complex issue of educational and social equality. The CLEAR project will continue to follow these signposts through a multi-level, comparative analysis of its rich and nuanced data sets, examining the combination of multiple factors shaping learning outcomes and, thus, affecting their quality. In all our work, we place a strong focus on the experiences, needs and wishes of European young people in multi-disadvantaged and vulnerable life situations. We recognize that, for youth to be empowered to build their life courses in today’s challenging environments, there is an urgent need to overcome their mainstream representations as passive recipients. Paralleling this, we pay heed to the fact that spatial inequalities create conditions which further stigmatize and marginalize groups in disadvantaged positions.

The comprehensive and context-sensitive understanding of the processes of constructing learning outcomes which results from our rigorous analyses and carefully designed participatory activities has, we believe, strong potential to spark innovative policy measures to tackle underachievement and increase the social inclusion of young people. While a single research project obviously cannot solve these challenges once and for all, we nonetheless deem that striving towards this goal is of great value. Thus, we hope and trust that opening up holistic discussions on learning and education, as well as promoting collaboration with the various stakeholders, will lead us in the right direction to affect crucial and overdue change.
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