
Domain 3: Education and learning  
 

32 
 

 

 

Domain 3. Education and learning: Inequality in the capability to be 
knowledgeable, to understand and reason, and to have the skills to participate 
in society 
 

 
 
The capability to be knowledgeable, to understand and reason, and to have the skills to participate 
in society is a critical life domain.  The capability to function as a knowledgeable learner is both 
important in its own right but also contributes to the expansion and equality of capabilities in other 
spheres of life.  

The capability approach motivates us to look beyond simple human capital style measures of 
education outcomes as it recognises that knowledge bestows a range of non-pecuniary benefits.  
For example, a year of schooling is a problematic unit for measuring education, as it does not reflect 
the quality or content of what was learnt in that year (Ferreira and Gignoux, 2013).  This domain 
also captures outcomes which reflect the extent to which individuals are fulfilled and stimulated 
intellectually, including being creative.  Expanding educational capability can enhance the quality of 
life for individuals by enabling them to participate in activities such as reading a book or enjoying 
an art exhibition, which brings ‘intrinsic pleasure’ (OECD, 2011).  

This domain covers inequalities in education capabilities over the life-course, from early 
development through to adulthood, through proxy measures of participation, access and 

Sub-domains: 

3.A:  Attain the highest possible standard of knowledge, understanding and reasoning through 
access to education, training and lifelong learning that meets individual needs 

3.B:  Evidence of financial constraints limiting attainment and unequal access to elite education 
opportunities 

3.C:  Access information and technology necessary to participate in society 

3.D:  Develop critical thinking, active and global citizenship, knowledge and understanding of 
human rights 

3.E:  Be treated with dignity and respect in education and learning establishments 
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attainment (achieved functionings) and knowledge.  The domain includes measures of basic skills 
and low levels of educational attainment (including lack of educational qualifications) but also 
measures of high attainment, unequal access to elite education opportunities, and information and 
communication technology skills.  

The domain covers the preparedness of young children set to enter the formal education system to 
measure differences between children in terms of their position to benefit fully and equally from 
formal schooling.  Research has affirmed the significance of early childhood development for future 
health, behaviour and learning (Shonkoff and Ricther, 2013).  The early years are critical as the 
brain develops most rapidly in the first few years of a child’s life.  Nurturing care, as well as 
adequate nutrition and a safe environment, are all necessary elements that allow for healthy 
cognitive development, and contribute to the school readiness of young children.  

The unequal treatment of pupils within schools, including bullying from other children and ill 
treatment by teachers can be important determinants of education outcomes and such experiences 
can have a long term negative impact on attitudes to learning and outcomes in adulthood (Wolke 
and Lereya, 2015).  The domain also looks beyond schooling to include lifelong learning and 
knowledge required to participate in society; including technological skills; skills related to 
accessing information held on the internet and the skills to distinguish between information of 
differing quality.  

The capability approach recognises human diversity both in terms of resources (this may be innate 
ability) and in terms of diversity in tastes and preferences, and individual choice (Sen, 1992).  We 
are also interested in understanding education and learning inequalities which are driven by 
differences in the ability of individuals to convert resources into outcomes rather than simply 
looking at inequalities in outcomes.  

Autonomy to choose (agency) is more complex in this than in many other domains as parents 
typically make choices on behalf of their children.  As Walker (2006) notes, education plays a 
critical role in the development of adult capabilities across a number of spheres.  This therefore 
provides some conflict between valuing children’s freedom to choose whether or not to attend 
school and the freedoms they will have in their adult lives; a child may, given the choice, decide not 
to attend school without fully comprehending that this will reduce their opportunities in adult life 
and lead to restricted future individual freedoms and agency.  Furthermore, improving education 
within society also facilitates greater democracy and enables disadvantaged groups to 'increase 
their ability to resist inequalities and get a fairer deal in and through education' (Vaughan and 
Walker, 2012).  

 

 

Measurement considerations 

Inequalities in this domain include differences in attainment between groups - age, gender, 
ethnicity, religion, indigenous people, children in vulnerable situations – as well as family 
background.  Inequality is also assessed through measures of overall inequality in educational 
attainment, ordinal inequality measures based on highest level of educational attainment and 
evidence of elitism. 
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Domain 3: Sub-domains, indicators and measures 

 
Sub-domain 3.A:  Attain the highest possible standard of knowledge, understanding and reasoning 
through access to education, training and lifelong learning that meets individual needs 

Indicator 3.1: Basic skills 

Measure 3.1.1: Percentage of people of working age achieving functional literacy and 
numeracy skills  

Measure 3.1.2: Inequality in maths and reading skills (measured by age 15) 

Measure 3.1.3: Percentage of children under 5 years of age who are developmentally on 
track in learning  

Indicator 3.2: Educational attainment and schooling 

Measure 3.2.1: Percentage of each age group completing: (a) primary education; (b) 
secondary education; (c) further education or youth training; (d) higher 
education  

Measure 3.2.2: Inequality in educational attainment (ISCED 2011 0-8 levels) for population 
aged 25+ years (years of schooling if attainment is missing) 

Measure 3.2.3: Educational attainment by family background 

Measure 3.2.4: Percentage of 16-18 year olds not in education, employment or training 

Indicator 3.3: Participation in lifelong learning 

Measure 3.3.1: Percentage of population aged 25+ years who have participated in formal or 
informal learning in last 12 months  

 

Sub-domain 3.B:  Evidence of financial constraints limiting attainment and unequal access to elite 
education opportunities 

Indicator 3.4: Evidence of education elitism 

Measure 3.4.1: Percentage of young people unable to pursue further or higher education due 
to financial constraints  

Measure 3.4.2: Percentage of secondary school population attending private fee-paying 
schools 

Measure 3.4.3: Evidence of unequal access to prestigious education institutions due to 
discriminatory admissions procedures by gender, race/ethnicity, socio-
economic status 
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Sub-domain 3.C:  Access information and technology necessary to participate in society 

Indicator 3.5: Use of the internet and technology 

Measure 3.5.1: Percentage of population who have used the internet for any purpose within 
the last 3 months, by age  

Measure 3.5.2: Percentage of youth and adults with information and communications 
technology (ICT) skills, by type of skill 

 

Sub-domain 3.D:  Develop critical thinking, active and global citizenship, knowledge and 
understanding of human rights 

Indicator 3.6: Critical thinking and awareness of rights 

Measure 3.6.1: Percentage who have knowledge and understanding of human rights and 
consumer rights, etc., through: (a) inclusion on school curriculum; (b) 
campaigns, literature and public events 

 

Sub-domain 3.E:  Be treated with dignity and respect in education and learning establishments 

Indicator 3.7: Treatment in education and learning establishments 

Measure 3.7.1: Percentage of those attending who say they are: (a) treated with respect at 
school or college; (b) have experienced bullying or violence at an educational 
establishment 
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