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Preface

If you want to understand the future of a country, do not start in its universities. Start in its kindergartens,
creches and nurseries.

Because by the age of 5, the story is already being written. Early childhood development is not just a warm-
up act for education; it is the foundation. It shapes whether a child will thrive in school, feel confident in life,
and ultimately find their place in society. When children fall behind at this stage, the consequences are not
minor delays. They are gaps that are difficult — and expensive — to close later. Gaps that can quietly follow
a child throughout their life.

Here is the uncomfortable truth: the results from the OECD’s Early Learning and Child Well-being Study
(IELS 2025) show that by age 5, those gaps are already wide, both within and across countries. In some
countries, children have solid foundations in emergent literacy and numeracy. In others, they are struggling
to get off the starting line. And it is not just about preparing for later learning. The data show the same
divides in social and emotional skills, in working memory, and in the mental flexibility children need to solve
problems — the very skills that define how they will learn, adapt, and navigate the world.

This is not just an education issue. It's an economic issue, a social issue and a question of fairness. But
the good news is that this is not destiny. The data point to something profoundly important: a significant
share of the differences we observe can be traced to one factor that we can influence directly - the quality
of early childhood education and care. In other words, policy matters a lot. When governments invest in
well-trained staff, rich and stimulating learning environments, teaching that responds to each child, and the
nurturing of social and emotional development, they are not just improving preschool. They are shaping
life trajectories at the moment when the money invested delivers the highest return.

Early childhood education and care, however, is only part of the story. Long before a child enters a
classroom, learning is already taking place at home — and what happens there matters enormously. The
evidence is clear: it is not just how much parents do with their children, but how they do it. The most
powerful interactions are often the simplest ones, such as those that involve attention, language, curiosity,
and exchange. A conversation. A question. A shared moment over a book. All of these create the back-
and-forth — the rhythm of human interaction — through which development truly comes alive.

Family resources do matter, but this is where the debate should evolve. Meaningful, engaged parent-child
interactions make a difference well above and beyond socio-economic status. That means this is not just
about income; it is about awareness, support, and opportunity. Once again, policy has a role to play by
helping families understand and enable the interactions that most powerfully shape children’s outcomes.

What makes IELS 2025 so powerful is that it does not just look at one piece of the puzzle. It brings together
direct assessments of the cognitive, social and emotional foundations of children with insights from parents
and teachers. It looks across multiple domains of development at once. In doing so, it gives us something
we have long been missing: a clear and comparable picture of how children are really doing at the very
start of their learning journeys.
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If we connect these early signals with what we already know from later stages of education, a powerful
insight emerges: much is happening before — and shaping — what we observe at age 15, when the OECD
carries out PISA mathematics, reading and science tests.

It begins in early childhood — quietly, unevenly, but decisively. And that means that if we are serious about
equity, about excellence, about the kind of societies we want to build, then we need to start where it matters
most. At the very beginning.

Andreas Schleicher

Director, OECD Directorate for Education and Skills and
Special Advisor to the Secretary-General on Education

AV‘C'/\G’C(‘ Q\f—;c(_e
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Reader’s guide

What is IELS?

The OECD International Early Learning and Child Well-being Study (IELS) is comparative survey that
assesses how children are faring at age five. IELS provides evidence to help policy makers, education
leaders and early childhood practitioners in improving young children’s experiences and outcomes. IELS
measures multiple domains of children’s early learning and development and collects a range of contextual
information from their parents and teachers.

IELS uses two complementary assessment approaches:

o Direct assessment of children’s skills, delivered through developmentally appropriate, interactive
stories and games on tablet devices. This approach provides a common basis for cross-
jurisdictional comparisons. Careful design, testing and analysis minimise cultural and other biases,
supporting the comparability of results. For IELS 2025, analyses included differential item
functioning by gender, country, and language, as well as item-level, latent trait, and validity
analysis. Tablet-based assessments also improve reliability by reducing transcription and coding
errors.

¢ Indirect assessment through parent and early childhood education and care (ECEC)/school
teacher reports which provide complimentary perspectives on children’s skills. Parents contribute
observations across everyday settings, while teachers provide evaluations informed by
comparisons with other children of the same age. These perspectives add depth and support the
triangulation of results from the direct assessment.

Together, these components allow IELS to provide a robust and multi-dimensional picture of children’s
early learning, development and well-being across participating jurisdictions.

What aspects of learning and development are on focus in IELS?

IELS conceptualises early learning and development as holistic, involving cognitive as well as social and
emotional skills that are closely interrelated and mutually reinforcing. The study focuses on three
dimensions that strongly predict later educational outcomes and well-being: foundational learning,
executive function, and social and emotional development. Across these three dimensions, 10 specific
domains are assessed. Results for each dimension are distinguished by colour in figures and tables.

Dimension Domains Dimension Domains Dimension Domains
Foundational Emergent literacy Executive Inhibition Social and Emotion identification
learning Emergent numeracy  function Working memory ~ emotional Emotional attribution

Mental flexibility development Trust

Pro-social behaviour
Non-disruptive behaviour
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Who participated in IELS?

Ten national and sub-national entities (“jurisdictions”), participated in IELS 2025, with eight included in this
report (Switzerland participated in the field trial only while Hangzhou (China) results were still undergoing
analyses and validation). The target population for the study was children aged five to six years enrolled
in a registered early childhood education and care (ECEC) centre or school. Samples were designed and
weighted to be representative of these populations. For simplicity, this report uses “five-year-olds” to refer
to the target population, and “ECEC centre/school’ to refer to the setting attended at the time of
assessment.

Parents and teachers also participated by providing contextual information about children’s characteristics,
home environments, ECEC or school attendance, and skills. “ECEC teacher” refers to the staff member
who knew the child best and completed the Teacher questionnaire while “parents” refers broadly to
parents, guardians or other individuals who completed the Parent questionnaire.

Participation rates

Participation rates are a key indicator of survey quality and the reliability of results. Under the IELS 2025
Technical Standards, the quality thresholds for centre-level and child participation rates were set at 75%,
indicating adequate representativeness of the target population.

Most jurisdictions met this standard before replacements. Three jurisdictions — the Flemish Community
(Belgium), Korea and the Netherlands — conducted centre-level non-response bias analysis (NRBA) which
indicated a low risk of bias. After replacements, all jurisdictions met the standard for child participation rate
(see table below).

Parent and teacher participation rates showed greater variation across jurisdictions and were lower than
child participation rates, although still relatively high compared with other international surveys. For
jurisdictions with lower parent and teacher participation rates, caution is therefore advised when
interpreting results based on questionnaire data with lower participation rates.

Participation rates for IELS 2025

Jurisdiction Centre-level Number Children Parent Teacher
participation of participating participation participation participation

rate (%) children rate (%) rate (%) rate (%)
Baku, Sumgait (Azerbaijan) 98.5 2731 96.6 98.5 99.5
Ceara, Para, Sdo Paulo (Brazil)* 92.0 2598 83.8 92.0 922
England (United Kingdom) 92.1 2523 86.6 417 422
Flemish Community (Belgium) 94.3 2363 92.2 724 81.2
Korea 95.6 2894 85.9 96.4 99.5
Malta 99.1 1644 96.8 68.3 90.3
Netherlands 82.1 2821 776 65.9 745
United Arab Emirates 97.2 4122 91.9 84.3 90.0
Abu Dhabi (United Arab Emirates)** 98.6 1919 92.0 75.4 79.0

Note: Participation rates are weighted. Centre and children participation rates are after replacements. Parent and teacher data availability are
based on participating children. *Estimates for Brazil correspond to averages across the three participating Brazilian states. **IELS Adjudicated
Region.

Source: IELS 2025 Technical Report (OECD, 2026y1)).
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A guide to interpreting findings in this report

Data underlying the report

IELS results are based on direct and indirect assessments of children’s skills across ten domains of early
learning and development. IELS scores are numbers that express a location on a continuum of a latent
trait: an unobserved aspect, such as emergent literacy. Because the IELS scales are defined in relation to
the observed variation across all participating children, they have no theoretical minimum or maximum.

For reporting purposes, results are scaled to approximately normal distributions, with the international
means set at 500 and standard deviations around 100. Therefore, a one-point difference corresponds to a
0.01 of a standard deviation and a 10-point difference of 0.1. Results for child subgroups are reported only
when estimates are based on at least 30 children from at least five ECEC centres or schools within a
jurisdiction.

Contextual information on children’s lives and skills was collected from parents and teachers, with some
information provided by one source only and some by both. Comparisons between parent and teacher
reports are based on the subsample of children for whom data from both sources are available.

Participating jurisdictions
Baku and Sumgait (Azerbaijan)

The sample for Azerbaijan was drawn from ECEC centres in the national capital and largest city, Baku,
and the nearby city of Sumgait. Together, these two cities represent approximately 25% of Azerbaijan’s
total population. The results for Azerbaijan are representative of the population of five-year-olds attending
ECEC in these two locations.

Ceara, Para, Séo Paulo (Brazil)

Three Brazilian states participated in IELS 2025: Ceara, Para, and Sao Paulo. Therefore, the reported
estimates pertain only to these three states, rather than the whole country. The results for Ceara, Para,
and Sao Paulo (Brazil) are representative of the population of five-year-olds attending ECEC in these
locations and are presented as an average; weights were standardised to ensure that each of the states
contributes to the estimates equally.

England (United Kingdom)

England is one of the countries of the United Kingdom. It has its own education system that is independent
of the education systems of the other countries of the United Kingdom. The results for England are
representative of the population of five-year-olds in primary schools in England.

Flemish Community (Belgium)

The Flemish Community (Belgium) is one of the three institutional communities of Belgium. The results for
the Flemish Community (Belgium) are representative of the population of five-year-olds in ECEC in the
Flemish Region as well as in schools under the authority of the Flemish Community in the bilingual
Brussels-Capital region.

BUILDING STRONG FOUNDATIONS FOR LIFE © OECD 2026
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Hangzhou (China)

Hangzhou (China) was one of two jurisdictions to join the study at a point where the regular field trial was
not feasible. Instead, an Operational Field Trial (OFT) was conducted to test administration procedures in
preparation to the main study. Further analysis and evaluation of the collected data are required for
validation; therefore, results are not included in this report.

Korea

Korea was one of two jurisdictions to join the study at a point where the regular field trial was not feasible.
Instead, an Operational Field Trial (OFT) was conducted to test administration procedures in preparation
to the main study. The results for Korea are representative of the country’s population of five-year-olds in
ECEC.

Malta

Unlike other jurisdictions where a sample of ECEC centres/schools was drawn, all ECEC centres in Malta
participated in IELS 2025. Within each centre/school, children were sampled at random in the same way
as in other jurisdictions. The results for Malta are representative of the country’s population of five-year-
olds attending ECEC or primary schools.

Netherlands
The results for the Netherlands are representative of the country’s population of five-year-olds in ECEC.
Switzerland

Switzerland participated in the IELS 2025 field trial but not in the main study. Therefore, there are no final
results to be included in this report.

United Arab Emirates

The results for the United Arab Emirates are representative of the country’s population of five-year-olds
attending ECEC.

Abu Dhabi (United Arab Emirates)

ECEC centres and children in the Emirate of Abu Dhabi (Abu Dhabi Region, Al Dhafra Region and Al Ain
Region) that are not administered by the Ministry of Education (i.e. private and charter centres) participated
as an adjudicated region within the United Arab Emirates. Its results are reported separately and referred
to as Abu Dhabi (United Arab Emirates).

Overall IELS averages

Where cross-jurisdiction averages are provided in the OECD’s IELS 2025 International Report, these
averages correspond to the arithmetic mean of the estimates for participating jurisdictions.

Composite scores

The ten domains of assessment in IELS 2025 are conceptually organised into three broader dimensions
of early learning and development. IELS uses a multi-dimensional model in its analysis, enabling the
arithmetic mean of domain estimates within a dimension to represent the overall magnitude in that
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dimension. For this report, this simple approach was adopted to ensure that the results are more easily
replicable. However, there are other ways to construct composite scores, including those in which domains
are weighted differently, and researchers are encouraged to explore these methods in secondary analysis.

Socio-economic status measures

In the IELS 2025 Public Use Files, there are two indices of socio-economic status (SES), described below.
This report uses the SES index derived from ltem Response Theory (IRT) in all of its analyses.

Socio-economic status index derived from Item Response Theory

The first index is derived using an IRT approach that combined an item response model and a latent
regression model. To derive the item response model, three variables from the Parent questionnaire were
used: household income, parental occupation, and parental education. In addition, the latent regression
model used other variables explanatory of the missing data structure: household composition, child
outcomes across domains, and jurisdiction. This conditioning aims to ensure that the values of the SES
index are appropriate for secondary analysis. The main advantage of the IRT approach is that it uses all
available data to construct the index, making it unnecessary to choose the highest level of a variable when
data are available for both parents for a child. This is a new approach for this cycle, and therefore, several
checks for robustness and consistency across jurisdictions were conducted. For further details, please
refer to the IELS 2025 Technical Report (OECD, 20261)).

The SES IRT index is standardised to have a mean of 0 in each jurisdiction, while its standard deviation is
allowed to vary across jurisdictions. This enables comparisons between jurisdictions in terms of the
dispersion of SES in the population. In IELS 2018, no SES IRT index was produced.

Socio-economic status index derived from Principal Component Analysis

The second is an index derived from a Principal Component Analysis (PCA) of three indicators from the
parent questionnaire: household income, highest parental occupation, and highest parental education. The
term ‘highest’ for parental occupation and parental education indicates that when data are provided for
both parents/guardians, the higher of the two levels is selected for the child. For Baku and Sumgait
(Azerbaijan), no household income indicator was collected; however, a substituted proxy measure based
on household resources (e.g. a separate room for the child, appliances) was used.

The SES index derived from PCA is standardised within each jurisdiction, with a mean of 0 and a standard
deviation of 1. Trends analysis for England (United Kingdom) between IELS 2018 and IELS 2025 involving
socio-economic status measures should be made using the SES PCA Index.

Statistically significant differences

Unless otherwise stated, a difference reported as statistically significant is significant at the .05 level. This
means there is less than a 5% probability that the reported difference occurred by chance; a statistical test
has been carried out to establish this. In figures in this report, statistically significant differences in this
report are denoted by darker tones.

Interpreting correlations

A correlation coefficient is a measure of the degree to which two variables tend to move together. The
coefficient ranges from +1 to -1, indicating the strength and direction of association. If a correlation is
positive, it means that as one variable increases, the other increases as well. If a correlation is negative, it
means that as one variable increases, the other decreases. In this report, a correlation coefficient with an
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absolute value between 0 and .19 is interpreted as weak, between .20 and .40 as moderate and already
meaningful, and above .40 as substantial.

Standard deviation

The standard deviation is a measure of the dispersion of a set of data around its mean. The more spread
out the data, the higher the standard deviation. In a normal distribution, 68% of the scores fall within one
standard deviation of the mean, 95% within two standard deviations, and 99% within three. As mentioned
above, all IELS scales have an approximate standard deviation of 100.

Standard error

Scores reported in this volume are population estimates based on a sample of selected children. However,
even after applying appropriate weights, it is unlikely that the sample mean is exactly equal to the ‘true’
population mean. Some degree of variation — known as sampling error — is to be expected. Thus, each
estimate has an associated standard error, which indicates how accurately the sample estimate reflects
the ‘true’ population estimate.

Rounding figures

As a result of rounding, some figures in tables may not add up exactly to the stated totals. Totals, averages
and differences are calculated using exact (unrounded) numbers and rounded only after calculation.
Percentages and mean scores are rounded to whole numbers, and standard errors are rounded to two
decimal places.

Additional technical information

Readers interested in additional technical detail regarding IELS 2025 are directed towards the short
technical note (Annex B) at the end of this volume and to the IELS 2025 Technical Report (OECD, 2026(1)).

This report uses the OECD StatLinks service, meaning that tables with the data underlying the report are
assigned a stable URL leading to an Excel workbook; for a list of tables available online, see Annex C.

References

OECD (2026), IELS 2025 Technical Report, http://oecd.org/en/about/projects/international-early- (1
learning-and-child-well-being-study.
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Executive summary

The International Early Learning and Child Well-being Study (IELS) is the largest survey of its kind in the
world, designed to provide a rich picture of children’s early development. What makes IELS distinctive is
its focus on outcomes at age 5, alongside its simultaneous measurement of a wide range of developmental
outcomes. Uniquely, IELS combines direct assessments of children’s skills - through engaging, play-based
tasks delivered on tablets - with indirect measures gathered from parents and teachers, offering a well-
rounded understanding of early learning and development.

More than 23,000 children participated in the second cycle of the study (IELS 2025) from eight jurisdictions
featured in this publication: Baku and Sumgait (Azerbaijan), Ceara, Para and Sao Paulo (Brazil), England
(United Kingdom), the Flemish Community (Belgium), Korea, Malta, the Netherlands and the United Arab
Emirates. The report provides evidence to inform efforts by policymakers, education leaders and early
childhood practitioners to build strong foundations for life for all children.

How five-year-olds are faring

e Children in Korea and England (United Kingdom) achieve high scores in the foundational learning
domains of emergent literacy and emergent numeracy. Children in Korea also perform strongly in
executive function domains, such as mental flexibility. In emergent literacy and emergent
numeracy, gaps between high- and low-performing children are relatively large in the United Arab
Emirates and Baku and Sumgait (Azerbaijan), and relatively small in Korea, the Flemish
Community (Belgium) and the Netherlands.

e The quality and composition of early education settings attended by five-year-olds account for a
sizeable share of the differences in their early learning and development outcomes. On average,
36% of the variation in children’s scores in foundational learning domains, and 22% of the variation
in scores in executive function and social and emotional development domains, are attributable to
differences between these settings.

e Large shares of children with strong outcomes in one dimension of early learning and development
also show strong outcomes in other dimensions, and the same holds for weaker outcomes. Policies
to support children with relatively weak early skills need to address multiple dimensions at once.

Equity gaps

e At age 5, girls outperform boys across the three dimensions of early learning and development
assessed in IELS 2025. Gender gaps are more pronounced in social and emotional development,
less visible in foundational learning, and often larger among those with weaker skills.

e Large socio-economic gaps are evident in learning and development outcomes by age 5. On
average, socio-economically advantaged children score between 60 and 70 points higher in
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emergent literacy and emergent numeracy than disadvantaged peers. Socio-economic gaps are
smaller, but still consistent, in executive function and social and emotional development domains.

Learning and development gaps between children with different immigration and language
backgrounds are small compared to socio-economic or gender gaps, particularly after accounting
for children’s socio-economic status.

The perceptions of parents and teachers about five-year-olds’ cognitive and motor skills, socio-
emotional skills and global skills generally reflect the same socio-demographic gaps that emerge
in children’s assessments.

Home environments

The quality of home learning environments varies markedly by socio-economic status, but what
parents choose to do with their children matters. Children whose parents spend more time
engaging with them in educational activities have stronger outcomes in emergent literacy,
emergent numeracy, and in some social and emotional development domains, on average.
Supporting disadvantaged families in providing rich home learning environments can promote
better outcomes and reduce inequalities.

For children aged 5 and under, books outperform screens when it comes to learning. Among a
range of home learning activities on which IELS collected information, reading to children from a
book shows the strongest associations with children’s outcomes in several domains. Meanwhile,
more than half of the children in the study were reported to use a digital device daily, but digital
practices were weakly and occasionally negatively related to children’s outcomes.

Children whose parents are strongly involved in their early education settings at age 5 have higher
scores than peers with less involved parents in many domains, particularly in social and emotional
development. This relationship holds after accounting for socio-economic status. Policies that
strengthen family-school connectedness in the early years could benefit all children.

Early education

Children who start early childhood education and care (ECEC) or school at an earlier age are more
likely to have positive learning outcomes at age 5. This association is most visible when
comparisons are made between categories of starting age of participation, which tend to reflect the
structure of ECEC programmes.

The positive relationship between length of participation in ECEC or school and outcomes at age
5 is stronger for emergent literacy and emergent numeracy than with executive function and social
and emotional development domains.

IELS 2025 finds no evidence that participation in ECEC or school is more beneficial for socio-
economically disadvantaged children. Given greater participation among advantaged children in
most jurisdictions - and its general positive impact on children - ECEC and early schooling may not
currently have the opportunity to mitigate socio-economic gaps in early learning and development.
Addressing gaps in early participation and ensuring consistently high-quality provision could help
ECEC fulfil its potential for reducing inequalities.

On average across jurisdictions, about one in ten children in IELS 2025 were reported by their
parents to have experienced early learning or early social, emotional or behavioural difficulties,
with this being higher among socio-economically disadvantaged families. Children exposed to
more risk factors are more likely to receive special supports, suggesting these supports adequately
target the most vulnerable children.
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1 The importance of early learning
and development

The International Early Learning and Child Well-being Study (IELS)
provides a rich picture of children’s early learning and development
outcomes by age 5. This chapter presents the rationale for focusing on
children’s skills in the early years and outlines the factors and environments
that drive positive early learning and development.
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Introduction

The first five years of a child’s life represent a window of opportunity, but also of vulnerability. Strong early
skills promote future educational success and lifelong well-being, whereas a poor start can inhibit them.
Ensuring that all children acquire the foundations for positive learning and development is one of the most
efficient investments governments can make to enhance education, social and economic outcomes.
Designing more effective early years policies requires a sound understanding of the timing and drivers of
positive child outcomes and of their wide-ranging benefits to stimulate public investment in supporting
environments.

This chapter first discusses arguments about the heightened sensibility that characterises the early years
and the advantages of investments in that period. It then reviews evidence about the predictive power of
early skills regarding important later outcomes in life, and concludes by outlining the main drivers of early
learning and development. The chapter draws on work having informed the conceptual framework for the
first two cycles of IELS (Shuey and Kankaras, 20181;) (OECD, 2026;2;) and work from the OECD Starting
Strong series (OECD, 2025;3) and the OECD Centre on Well-Being, Inclusion, Sustainability and Equal
Opportunity (OECD, 20214)).

The early years as a critical window of opportunity and vulnerability

The first five years of life are a decisive period in skill formation, and early experiences and skills can have
long-lasting impacts on a range of outcomes throughout schooling and adulthood. While the importance of
neurological and physical development during the prenatal period and the first two years of life has long
been recognised, research in child development is also increasingly highlighting the period from 3 to 5
years of age as an equally fundamental period of child development. There is also a growing recognition
of the critical role that proximal experiences and environments play for young children. The early learning
and development outcomes of five-year-olds assessed in IELS reflect cumulative processes and influences
over the various stages of early childhood.

An extended period of heightened sensibility

A large body of multidisciplinary research identifies the early years as a pivotal period for laying the
foundations of lifelong health, learning and well-being (Institute of Medicine and National Research
Council, 200055)). The period from conception to age two, commonly referred to as “the first 1 000 days”, is
characterised by exceptional rapid development in multiple areas. These first 1 000 days, therefore,
constitute a major window of developmental sensitivity, marked by both extraordinary adaptability and
pronounced vulnerability. The period is sensitive in a double sense: responses to changes in the
environment — both prenatal and postnatal — drive early adaptations of bodily structures, which includes
the possibility that short-term defensive reactions to adversity increase the likelihood of negative
implications in the long term (Moore et al., 2017(5)) (Commission des 1000 premiers jours, 2020(7). Birth
outcomes, including prematurity and low birth weight, which are often associated with maternal distress
during pregnancy, constitute the first measurable markers of possible developmental and health
vulnerabilities with implications across the life course (Almond, Currie and Duque, 2018s)).

A key reason the early years are so critical for child development is brain plasticity, as depicted in stylised
form in Figure 1.1. During the first years of life, the brain is at its most malleable, allowing young children
to learn faster than at any other stage; however, different aspects of brain development (e.g., basic sensory
processing, complex integrative functions) can peak at different times, as sensitive periods represent
properties of domain-specific neural circuits rather than a feature of the overall brain (Knudsen, 2004g)
(Stiles and Jernigan, 2010;1q)).
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Figure 1.1. Sensitive periods of brain development in early childhood
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Source: Shuey and Kankara$ (2018y1)), The power and promise of early learning, https://dx.doi.org/10.1787/f9b2e53f-en; adapted from Institute

of Medicine and National Research Council (20005)), From Neurons to Neighborhoods: The Science of Early Childhood Development,
https://doi.org/10.17226/9824.

Important complementary considerations come from growing research and policy interest in “the next 1 000
days”, defined as the period from 2 to 5 years and including the pre-school and pre-primary years (Draper
et al., 202411)) (Nores et al., 202412)). Marked by accelerated growth across multiple domains, this phase
constitutes another particularly sensitive developmental window in which targeted inputs can attenuate
environmental risks, amplify protective factors, and consolidate adaptive developmental and behavioural
trajectories. Importantly, “the next 1 000 days” offer scope to recalibrate pathways affected by earlier
adversity, while also sustaining and building on achievements from the earlier period. Between the ages
of 2 and 5, children undergo heightened neural maturation that supports fast growth in motor, language,
and interactive abilities, as well as the emergence and gradual expansion of different aspects of self-
regulation (including executive functions) that are highly experience-dependent (Draper et al., 2024111).
This frames developmental sensitivity in early childhood as a continuing, life-course phenomenon, with
ages 2 to 5 years as a critical second window where maturing learning and development capabilities remain
highly responsive to both positive and adverse experiences.

A fundamental argument across these perspectives is that early foundational skills develop through
relationships and context. Children’s progress toward developmental milestones depends heavily on the
everyday interactions they have with parents, caregivers, and Early Childhood Education and Care (ECEC)
professionals. This is because early skill development is inherently social and experience-dependent. In
the first years of life, brain development is highly responsive to stimulation, especially through frequent,
warm exchanges with attentive adults (Fox, Levitt and Nelson, 2010;13]). From birth, infants are drawn to
social cues such as faces and voices, and they learn rapidly when adults engage them. This social
orientation makes children active learners: they explore, test expectations, notice patterns, and adjust their
understanding when something conflicts with what they predicted. Curiosity and experimentation are
therefore core drivers of early learning, and errors should be viewed as normal signals of learning in
progress (OECD, 2025(3)).

Adults play a crucial scaffolding role. Supportive caregivers help children focus attention on what matters,
make sense of experiences, and, critically, develop language. Rich verbal interaction in the early years is
a key pathway to later knowledge: both how much adults talk with children and how they talk (diverse
vocabulary, connected sentences, encouragement, songs, and shared reading) shape learning. When
parents and caregivers recognise children’s curiosity and intentionally engage in learning activities,
children gain stronger foundations for later achievement (Institute of Medicine and National Research
Council, 2000)). Besides parents’ capacity to positively support children’s development through rich
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interactions, children raised in stable, secure environments are more likely to develop a future-oriented
mindset — including skills like anticipation and planning (Delgado et al., 202414). Inversely, the experience
of early adversity can speed a maturational transition from exploration to exploitation in decision-making
(i.e. defaulting to known options instead of seeking new strategies), with limiting effects on learning
trajectories (Frankenhuis and Gopnik, 202315)).

As developmental sensitivity characterises growth through the early childhood years, children’s expanding
environments beyond the home context make them especially reliant on the continuity and quality of
nurturing and care inputs — and not just their availability. Because development remains malleable in this
period, well-timed, high-quality investments — especially in caregiving support and quality early education
and care environments — can rebalance risks and protections and shift children onto healthier trajectories
before school entry.

The importance of early investments

From multiple scientific perspectives, child development can be understood as a time-dependent process
in which early investments generate cumulative benefits that unfold throughout childhood and into
adulthood (OECD, 2021y4)). The economic approach contends that early childhood investments compound
over time: early skills function as stepping-stones that accelerate and strengthen later development,
making future learning and development easier, more efficient, and sustained, enabling children to master
increasingly complex tasks. This dynamic view is reinforced by the concepts of self-productivity and
dynamic complementarity, which explain why capabilities acquired at one stage can create dependencies
across the life course in the accumulation of human and social capital (Cunha and Heckman, 2007[16])
(Conti and Heckman, 201417)).

The ‘Heckman curve’ hypothesis (Heckman, 2008;1g)) about the rates of return of social investments in
early childhood relative to later ages remains the object of intense empirical scrutiny, finding support in a
range of contexts, from targeted or means-tested programmes to universalist welfare states, but most often
conditional on high levels of quality in intervention design and implementation (Elango et al., 2015}19))
(Rosholm et al., 2020p20). Evidence from randomised field experiments in both home and early education
interventions further suggests that relationships between age and spill-over effects may vary between
different types of skills, being generally higher for early literacy than for other areas (Fryer, 201721)).

Importantly, the principle of dynamic complementarity — by which children with stronger early skills would
benefit more from later investments — has implications not only for the timing of investments, but also for
their breadth of focus. Policies targeting multiple early developmental domains, encompassing cognitive,
self-regulation and social and emotional skills, are likely to have a greater positive impact than policies with
a narrower focus on skills that are likely to be addressed at later ages, and typically in compulsory levels
of education (OECD, 2025p). A coherent sequence of skill-building interventions that spans early
childhood and the first years of primary school — and is designed so that each stage builds on the previous
one — can be more effective and efficient (Duncan et al., 20232z2). Policies need also to explore avenues
to scale up successful examples of multi-component interventions that address the holistic needs of young
children — and, ultimately, consider the high costs of underinvestment in early childhood development
(Richter et al., 201723)) (Nores et al., 202412)).

Early learning and development as strong predictors of later outcomes

A child’s development in the first few years of life significantly predicts their later success in education, as
well as their long-term happiness and well-being. Early learning and development are consistently linked
to educational attainment, physical and mental health, social outcomes, employment, earnings, socio-
economic status, and civic engagement. A large body of evidence combining information from the pre-
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school years through schooling into adulthood shows significant relationships between children’s early
experiences and later outcomes (Shuey and Kankara$, 2018p1;) (OECD, 2021y4). The benefits of strong
early learning and development are clearly evident at school entry, at the end of compulsory schooling and
later in adulthood.

At the same time, no single early learning domain can reliably predict children’s later outcomes. Rather, it
is a combination of early skills that support children’s positive, holistic development and well-being. While
there is overlap across the major areas of early learning and development, each also has an independent
effect on later outcomes. Thus, each of these dimensions is necessary but not sufficient to predict later
outcomes.

Children’s well-being and happiness go hand in hand with early learning and
development

There is no trade-off between early learning and children’s happiness or, from a child’s perspective,
between learning and play. Happy, healthy children are active and curious and enjoy the natural processes
of learning. These processes occur through interactions with family and other caregivers, and through
different types of play. Through these experiences, children learn about and actively explore their world,
as they also develop their foundational learning, cognitive, social and emotional, and physical skills (Zosh,
Hassinger-Das and Laurie, 202224)). Both child-initiated free play and guided play are fundamental to
children’s development, strengthening their understanding of the world and their environment. Play
provides a meaningful context for learning early concepts in literacy, numeracy, and science, and it
promotes curiosity, communication, and emotional involvement. Learning and play are complementary;
playful learning engages children in ways that can enhance both academic achievement and social
development (Hirsh-Pasek et al., 200825)) (Weisberg, Hirsh-Pasek and Golinkoff, 20132g)).

Positive interactions with others help children learn to express their feelings and preferences, listen, share,
regulate their emotions, solve problems, and sustain attention and concentration. These early
competencies shape how effectively children relate to peers and their ability to form friendships. For
example, substantial evidence shows a positive association between emotional regulation in early
childhood, early learning, and the quality of friendships and social skills developed in middle and later
childhood (Blair et al., 2015;27)).

Better outcomes throughout schooling

Foundational learning skills such as emergent literacy and emergent numeracy are positively associated
with later educational achievement. In addition, cognitive and emotional self-regulation, visual-motor skills
and agreeableness in early childhood all predict later educational attainment. These early skills are evident
in the skills students demonstrate at the end of elementary school and secondary school, including higher
rates of school completion (Shuey and Kankara$, 20181;). Emergent literacy and emergent numeracy are
positively associated with later educational achievement (Duncan et al., 20072g]) (Claessens, Duncan and
Engel, 200929)) (Jordan et al., 200930)).

Self-regulation, visual-motor skills and agreeableness in early childhood also predict school readiness and
later outcomes in schooling (Howard and Vasseleu, 202031)) (Robson, Allen and Howard, 202032).
Aspects of self-regulation, such as attentiveness and task persistence among children starting school, are
positively associated with achievement in reading and mathematics throughout primary school (Li-Grining
et al., 2010;33). Children’s social and emotional skills are also related to later educational achievement.
Children with emotional regulation, social competence, and coping skills at age four and five were found
to have better school achievement outcomes at age eight (O’Connor et al., 201934;). Self-regulation
appears to be particularly important for boys and for children from low-income or at-risk families in
predicting later education outcomes (Washbrook, Propper and Sayal, 201335)).
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Higher educational attainment following school

Early academic skills, such as emergent literacy and emergent numeracy, are also positively associated
with educational attainment in adulthood (Schoon etal., 201536). In addition, self-regulation,
agreeableness, visual-motor skills, and prosocial behaviour in early childhood all predict adult educational
attainment, such as completing a degree. Both self-regulation and early agreeableness have been found
to be associated with higher academic attainment in adulthood, even after adjusting for earlier cognitive
ability. Furthermore, early self-regulation has been found to be a stronger predictor of degree completion
by age 25 than early reading or maths scores (McClelland et al., 201337)).

Stronger employment and socio-economic outcomes

Strong early cognitive skills, cognitive and emotional self-regulation skills and social well-being have clear
positive associations with employment, income and socio-economic status in adulthood. For example,
stronger verbal skills at age five are linked with a greater likelihood of being employed, higher income,
higher rates of home ownership and a lower likelihood of living in social housing in adulthood (Schoon
et al., 2015(3¢]). Similar associations are found for early numeracy and visual-motor skills.

Indeed, adults who succeeded in moving out of the poverty they experienced as children generally
displayed higher cognitive skills in their early years than others from similar circumstances who remained
in poverty as adults (Blanden, Gregg and Macmillan, 20073s)).

Early cognitive skills are a stronger predictor of adult earnings for women than for men, although in a
negative rather than positive direction. Women who had low early cognitive skills faced larger wage
penalties in the labour market than men with similarly low levels of early cognitive skills (Parsons et al.,
201139)). Cognitive ability in reading and math measured in kindergarten is also highly correlated with later
adulthood earnings, college attendance, home ownership, and retirement savings (Chetty et al., 20110)).

Early self-regulation has also been found to be linked to labour market outcomes (Robson, Allen and Howard,
2020532). Better early self-regulation is related to a lower likelihood of unemployment, welfare dependence,
including social housing, and higher income levels (Fergusson, Boden and Horwood, 201341)).

Better mental and physical health

Early cognitive skills, self-regulation, emotional health and social skills are all associated with better mental
health in adulthood. Children with better receptive language skills at age five were more likely to have
positive mental health outcomes as adults, including a lower likelihood of depression, anxiety and
psychological distress. One longitudinal study found a positive relationship between participation in a
specific pre-school program and long-term psychological well-being (Mondi and Reynolds, 202242)). Better
self-regulation and visual-motor skills at age five are also associated with lower malaise in adulthood.
Conversely, poor early self-regulation is associated with later psychological disorders, particularly for men
(Schoon et al., 2015;3¢)).

Physical health in adulthood is also associated with children’s early development and skills. Early cognitive
abilities, as well as self-regulation, visual-motor skills, agreeableness, and conscientiousness, are linked
with adult physical health. This includes better self-reported health, better eating habits and lower
likelihoods of obesity, depression and anxiety, smoking and substance abuse and symptoms of physical
illness in adulthood (Schoon et al., 2015(36) (Robson, Allen and Howard, 202032)).
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The drivers of positive early learning and development

Early learning and development and child well-being are interrelated, mutually reinforcing, and driven by
the same factors. Early development is sequential and cumulative, so frequent, ongoing positive
interactions lead to a virtuous cycle of skills acquisition. Human development is highly complex and
characterised by the interplay rather than opposition of “nature and nurture”. Individuals’ characteristics
(i.e. genetic or other biological features) are in constant interaction with their environments (e.g. features
of the home and other contexts). Thus, while skills may be heritable to varying extents, the environments
that children experience influence the ways in which they develop particular skills and also their potential
for learning new skills (Rutter, 200643]) (Anreiter, Sokolowski and Sokolowski, 201744)).

Heightened sensitivity early in life means that young children are especially influenced by and responsive
to external stimuli, such as the types of interactions they have with their parents and other caregivers. The
IELS framework focuses on the family and home environments and on early care and education settings
as two major drivers of children’s early learning and development outcomes, which in turn are posited to
influence later outcomes (Figure 1.2).

Children thrive in caring families, where they feel safe and happy and where they are supported to learn
about themselves and their social, cultural and physical environments. The day-to-day interactions and
activities between young children and their parents and other family members foster children’s well-being
and their emerging skills in multiple dimensions of early learning and development.

Children also learn in settings beyond their immediate home, including their wider family network, their
neighbourhood community, ECEC settings, and early schooling. While ECEC/school can be beneficial for
all children, they can be particularly important for children who lack strong home learning environments.
For these children, experiences in early care and education may represent a particularly important
opportunity to develop the key skills that will help them thrive in life.

Strong home environments provide a great start for every child

Children’s home environment is a strong predictor of children’s early development. Family socio-economic
status, parental education, parenting behaviours and parental well-being all contribute to the home
environment children experience and to their early learning and development outcomes (Feinstein,
Duckworth and Sabates, 200845)).

Parents are the first to introduce children to the world. Parent-child interactions are enjoyable for both
adults and infants and set in motion a positive cycle of communication. Infants form attachments to
caregivers who respond promptly, warmly, and appropriately to their cues, and this sense of security
supports learning (OECD, 2025;3)). The activities parents undertake with their children — such as reading
together, engaging in warm and responsive interactions, and frequently using complex adult language —
help create a home learning environment that supports children’s development of cognitive skills, self-
regulation, social-emotional skills and overall well-being.
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Figure 1.2. Environments and early learning and development outcomes in IELS
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The Effective Pre-school and Primary Education Project (EPPE) identified a range of activities that parents
undertake with their children that significantly affect later achievement in education, including the frequency
of reading from books; playing with numbers; painting and drawing; teaching letters teaching numbers,
and teaching songs, rhymes and poems, taking children on visits and creating regular opportunities for
them to play with their friends at home. Home learning environments where these activities are frequent
and consistent are associated with better cognitive, emotional and behavioural outcomes for young
children. EPPE found the combined effect of these activities was greater than the effects of parental
education and family socio-economic status, although the prevalence of these activities correlated
positively with both (Sylva et al., 2004 4¢)).

Within home environments, young children are engaging with digital technologies at progressively earlier
ages, for a wide range of purposes, often alongside their parents or under parental supervision. Evidence
on the links between children’s online engagement and their well-being and development — including
physical health, cognitive development and learning, and socio-emotional well-being and mental health —
suggests that impacts vary substantially by type of activity and mode of engagement, rather than being
associated with the total amount of time spent using digital tools. The literature further underscores the
need to align digital media exposure and activities with children’s developmental stages, given that the
balance of risks and opportunities changes with age. Outcomes are also shaped by personal and
contextual factors that may increase vulnerability or provide protection, thereby moderating the likelihood
and severity of potential effects associated with digital practices (OECD, 202347;) (OECD, 2025ps)).

Efforts to support children’s early learning, development and well-being are most effective when they
involve supporting families to provide home environments in which their children will flourish.

High-quality ECEC and additional supports can enhance early learning and development

ECEC serves multiple functions. In many contexts, it is used as a tool to increase women’s labour
participation, help families to reconcile work and family responsibilities, confront demographic challenges
such as decreasing fertility rates and ageing populations, and maintain high employment-to-population
ratios. More recently, however, governments increasingly view ECEC as a means of supporting children’s
early development and mitigating social inequalities. Multiple factors influence whether early childhood
education delivers positive outcomes for all children. These include the quality and responsiveness of
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ECEC provision, whether such provision focuses on the skills children need to develop most in the early
years, and the timeliness and continuity of provision (OECD, 20253)).

Policy makers are increasingly investing in ECEC programmes to build a strong foundation for cognitive,
self-regulation and social and emotional skills, especially for children from disadvantaged or immigrant
backgrounds to combat the linguistic and economic disadvantages that could otherwise hinder children’s
development and integration. As such, ECEC is seen by many as a critical policy measure that can promote
equity, support holistic and continuous development and improve child well-being. However, research
suggests that fulfilling this role rests on ensuring high and consistent levels of quality in ECEC services,
with regulatory requirements governing formal ECEC provision representing necessary but not sufficient
conditions (van Huizen and Plantenga, 2018p9) (Duncan et al., 202322;). Further, lower levels of
participation and access to lower quality services, less responsive or tailored to their needs, remain
important obstacles for ECEC and early schooling to play a substantive role in mitigating inequalities
(OECD, 20253)).

It is important to emphasise that children’s developmental contexts do not operate separately from each
other (OECD, 2021y4). The connections between home, school, and the wider community constitute
“meso-systems” (Bronfenbrenner, 1986s0)) whose quality can substantially affect child well-being. Literacy
development, for instance, reflects both learning opportunities in early education settings and the degree
of learning support available at home. In the same way, children’s peer relationships at school are shaped
by opportunities for social interaction beyond school, including interactions with friends and those available
in safe and pleasant neighbourhoods.
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Z The design and implementation of
the study

This chapter outlines key elements of the design and implementation of the
second cycle of the International Early Learning and Child Well-being Study
(IELS 2025). This includes its objectives and guiding principles, the target
group of children sampled, the aspects of early learning and development
that were assessed, the variety of assessments carried out, and the
contextual information gathered about children from parents and teachers.
The chapter concludes by highlighting avenues for future developments.
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Introduction

The OECD’s International Early Learning and Child Well-being Study (IELS) was developed to support
countries and jurisdictions in their efforts to improve children’s learning, development and well-being in the
early years. The study collects a broad range of information on the drivers, levels and gaps in children’s
early learning and development outcomes, and provides participant jurisdictions with reliable, valid and
comparable data to monitor the extent to which their early years policies give all children a strong start in
life.

Nine jurisdictions participated in the second cycle of the study (hereafter, IELS 2025), including four
countries — Korea, Malta, the Netherlands and the United Arab Emirates —and five sub-national
entities — Baku and Sumgait (Azerbaijan), Ceara, Para and Sao Paulo (Brazil), England (United Kingdom),
the Flemish Community (Belgium), and Hangzhou (China)!. Additionally, Abu Dhabi participated as an
adjudicated region within the United Arab Emirates (see the IELS 2025 Technical Report (OECD, 20261)).

The data collection for the main study was completed in 2025, building on field trials implemented in 20242
and the foundational work of the first cycle, which was completed in 2020 with the participation of England
(United Kingdom), Estonia, and the United States. The consolidation of IELS and its assessment
framework across two cycles lays the groundwork for bringing a comparative perspective to the study of
trends in children’s early learning and development outcomes.

The design and implementation of IELS 2025

Objectives and guiding principles

A fundamental objective of IELS is to provide evidence to help jurisdictions identify where improvements
can be made to enhance children’s early years experiences and outcomes. International comparative data
help policy makers, education leaders and early childhood practitioners understand what is possible to
achieve for children in the early years?. This includes key system goals such as mitigating disadvantage
and ensuring that children are well-positioned to succeed in school.

To achieve this objective, IELS contributes to the evidence base by providing a population-level
assessment that reflects how a cohort of children is doing. This enables jurisdictions to observe differences
in outcomes across various groups of children, including girls and boys, socio-economic groups, and
children from migrant or linguistically diverse backgrounds. While the analysis in this report remains largely
descriptive, connections between findings from the study and the policy context in each jurisdiction can
support inferences that inform policy prioritisation, shape recommendations, guide further research
questions, or support evaluations of previously enacted policy interventions.

The first cycle of IELS was developed in conjunction with countries interested in children’s early learning,
development and well-being. As well as setting the objectives for the study, participants agreed on a set
of guiding principles to steer its design, development and implementation, newly summarised below for
this second cycle:

e Policy relevance: Capacity to inform changes in policy and/or practices.

¢ Reliable, valid and comparable: across jurisdictions, languages, cultural contexts and over time.

e Ethical: ensuring the well-being of participant children in all decisions.

e Practicable, efficient and cost-effective: a study that can be implemented without undue effort and
cost burdens on jurisdictions, practitioners, parents and children.
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The conceptual design of the study

IELS study focuses on a number of dimensions of children’s early learning and development that have
been found to be strong and consistent predictors of positive later outcomes, including educational
achievement and attainment, mental and physical health, employment and earnings, citizenship, wider
well-being and life satisfaction (see Chapter 1 and the IELS 2025 Technical Report (OECD, 20261))).

The IELS assessment is intended for population-level monitoring and reporting and should be interpreted
as an aggregate picture that illustrates how a cohort of children is faring overall. It should not be used to
make judgements about any single child’s strengths and weaknesses or to evaluate individualised support
needs. By assessing multiple domains of early learning and development, the study can provide insights
into the strength of inter-relationships among these different domains and the extent to which different
groups of children experience such overlapping skill sets. Children who are developing well in one area
may be developing equally well in others, but disparities in the pace of skill development may also exist
between areas. These insights can inform the design of policies and specific interventions to support
children in developing a balanced set of early skills that become a strong foundation for further growth and
well-being.

The study also captures relevant contextual information relating to children’s individual characteristics,
families and home environments, and experiences in early childhood education and care (ECEC) and the
initial years of primary schooling. This information is essential in answering policy and research questions
about factors associated with stronger and weaker outcomes in these key domains, and for identifying
gaps between different groups of children.

The target group of children sampled in the study

The children in the study are five-year-olds enrolled in regulated ECEC centres or schools in their
respective jurisdictions. Age 5 is often the point at which children are about to enter or have just entered
the schooling system, and it is also the point at which OECD countries reach near-universal participation
in some form of formal early education. While some jurisdictions have not yet achieved universal
participation by age 5, most are progressing toward universality at this stage, driven by growing enrolment
rates in ECEC and earlier entry into schooling.

IELS carries out its assessments at a common age, rather than at a particular stage of education, in order
to provide a more comparable basis across jurisdictions. A stage of education refers to a level or step
within an education system, such as the point of entry to school or the last year of ECEC. The names and
features of the educational settings where five-year-olds are enrolled typically vary across jurisdictions
(see Chapter 6). Selecting an age rather than a specific stage or grade enables jurisdictions to understand
what children of the same age in other jurisdictions know and are able to do, inviting reflection on the
structure of ECEC and early schooling systems, regarding for instance features such as starting ages,
duration, and curriculum.

Children in IELS are assessed in the ECEC centre or school they attended at age 5, to ensure the
assessment was carried out in a setting the child was familiar with, as well as for reasons of practicality
and cost. Accessing children in formal educational settings is generally easier and less costly than locating
them and conducting assessments in their home or other settings.

To achieve jurisdiction-level representative samples, IELS uses a two-stage probability design. In the first
stage, a random sample of ECEC centres/schools was selected in each jurisdiction. In the second stage,
a random sample of children was selected from the list of eligible children within each selected ECEC
centre/school. Overall, more than 23 000 children took part in the IELS 2025 main study across the nine
participant jurisdictions. Statistical weightings are applied to enable accurate inferences about the
jurisdiction-level population (see IELS 2025 Technical Report (OECD, 2026y1)).
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The aspects of children’s early learning and development that are assessed

All aspects of children’s early learning and development matter for their well-being and ongoing success
in childhood and in adulthood. However, there is also a significant degree of overlap across aspects and
measuring every distinct dimension of early and development to gauge how well children are faring is
neither necessary nor feasible. In selecting a meaningful and manageable set of early skills for the study,
IELS applied the following criteria:

e Broad rather than narrow, i.e. covering sufficient dimensions to provide an accurate indication of
children’s early development and likely later outcomes.

e Predictive of children’s later trajectories, across a broad set of positive outcomes in adulthood,
beyond an exclusive focus on educational achievement.

¢ Related to the learning that develops in early childhood and that can be developed through early
years programmes, including in ECEC/school settings.

e Manageable in the time required from children, parents and teachers to participate in the study,
and in terms of the cost of developing and implementing the study.

Based on these considerations, IELS 2025 measures a balanced set of skills across three dimensions of
children’s early learning and development: foundational learning, executive function and social and
emotional development (see the IELS 2025 Assessment Framework (OECD, 2026(2). Figure 2.1 list these
dimensions and the domains included in each of them, as well as the mode of assessment.

In IELS 2025, three sources of information provide a many-sided perspective on children’s early learning
and development:

e A direct assessment of each child in seven domains (i.e. the two foundational learning domains of
emergent literacy and emergent numeracy; the three executive function domains of inhibition,
working memory and mental flexibility; and the social and emotional development domains of
emotion identification and emotional attribution).

e A questionnaire completed by each child’s ECEC/school teacher, including:
o an indirect assessment of each child in three domains (e.g. the social and emotional
development domains of trust, pro-social behaviour and non-disruptive behaviour);
o perceptions about each child’s cognitive and motor skills, social and emotional skills, and global
capabilities.
e A questionnaire completed by each child’s parents/guardians, including:
o perceptions about each child’s cognitive and motor skills, and social and emotional skills.

In this way, the study triangulates information from direct assessment of the child with indirect assessments
of the child provided by adults who knew them well. This approach enables IELS to assess children’s early
learning and development across a broader scope of domains than is possible through a direct assessment
alone. For details on the construction of scores in the three indirectly assessment domains and the
teacher’s and parent’s perceptions indices, see the IELS 2025 Technical Report (OECD, 2026(1)).
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Figure 2.1. Dimensions and domains of early learning and development assessed in IELS 2025

Emergent literacy _———> Emotion identification

/ Emotional attribution

FOUNDATIONAL (LEARNING SOCIAL AND|EMOTIONAL DEVELOPMENT

\ Trust
Emergent numeracy (_/ \_y Pro-social behaviour
EXECUTIVE |FUNCTION Non-disruptive behaviour
Inhibition / \ Mental flexibility

Working memory

Note: Domains in dark blue font are directly assessed through play-based assessment on tablets, with one-to-one support from a trained study
administrator. Domains in light blue font are indirectly assessed through reports from ECEC/school teachers. Emergent literacy includes three
sub-domains: listening comprehension, vocabulary and phonological awareness. Emergent numeracy includes five sub-domains: numbers and
counting, working with numbers, measurement, shape and space, and pattern.

Source: IELS 2025 Assessment Framework (OECD, 2026).

Foundational learning

Foundational learning encompasses what are traditionally understood of as the skills children learn in early
education settings. In IELS, two specific domains are assessed in this dimension: emergent literacy and
emergent numeracy. These are fundamental skills that enable children to have a strong start in later stages
of education where they will learn reading, writing and mathematics. Importantly, these emergent skills are
precursors to later learning.

Emergent literacy is a child’s capacity to use knowledge and skills to understand information and
narratives, as a developmental precursor to reading and writing (Whitehurst and Lonigan, 19983))
(Horowitz-Kraus and Hutton, 2015y;). In IELS, the emergent literacy assessment included three sub-
domains: listening comprehension, vocabulary and phonological awareness. Listening comprehension
incorporates a range of early literacy skills, such as understanding the explicit and implied meaning of
spoken language, including standalone sentences. Vocabulary knowledge is fundamental to
comprehension and to successful communication with others, thereby further developing emergent literacy
as well as social connectedness. Phonological awareness is the ability to detect, manipulate and analyse
the auditory aspects of spoken language.

As an innovation in IELS 2025 a multi-stage adaptive design was used for the assessment of emergent
literacy, which presented children with questions appropriately challenging for their ability level and to
support appropriate targeting to a range of proficiency levels. A branching design was used for the literacy
sub-domains of listening comprehension and vocabulary, while a stop rule was introduced for the sub-
domain of phonological awareness.

Emergent numeracy refers to the range of informal number and quantity skills that children in their early
years, and which involve the understanding and manipulation of both symbolic and non-symbolic number
(Bisanz etal., 20055) (Raghubar and Barnes, 2016 ). In IELS, emergent numeracy is defined as
children’s early mathematical thinking, including their ability to mathematise through reasoning and
problem solving as relates to real-world contexts. Emergent numeracy skills that predict later positive
outcomes for children are as much about the processes of mathematics as about content. Through early
stages of development, children learn that things can be measured, such as by counting objects and
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comparing lengths and weights. At age 5, children also develop organised ways of thinking about and
addressing mathematical problems to arrive at solutions.

In IELS 2025, the emergent numeracy assessment covered five sub-domains: numbers and counting,
working with numbers, measurement, shape and space, and pattern. In the sub-domain of numbers and
counting, children are for instance asked to identify digits and numbers up to 20. In the sub-domain of
working with numbers, sample tasks included adding and subtracting in informal number story contexts.
The measurement sub-domain focuses on the ability to use everyday language compare measures (e.g.
longer, heavier). Shape and space assessed children’s understanding of common shapes (e.g. identify
triangles) and use of language of location (e.g. above). In turn, the pattern sub-domain is concerned with
children’s ability to recognise and create patterns of shapes or objects.

Executive function

Executive function is the cognitive aspect of self-regulation®, which is a complex construct that supports
purposeful, goal-directed, problem-solving behaviour (Diamond, 2013;71) (Hofmann, Schmeichel and
Baddeley, 2012) (Diamond, 20137;) (Hofmann, Schmeichel and Baddeley, 2012g)) (Bailey, 20189)). IELS
focuses on three core components of executive function: inhibition, working memory, and mental flexibility.

The domain of inhibition relates to children’s ability to regulate impulsive and automatic reactions and
switch attention or consciously choose and concentrate on the required tasks.

Working memory reflects a child’s ability to store information for current use and bring it to bear to complete
tasks. Children with well-developed working memory are typically able to follow instructions without the
need for frequent repetition. Mental flexibility refers to children’s ability react quickly to changing stimuli or
shifts in rules or circumstances, helping them to manage complex and multiple tasks. In the IELS 2025
assessment, each of these domains was presented as a series of games and is divided into clusters of
items of increasing difficulty, with the next cluster only being accessible if the child is managing above a
designated level.

Social and emotional development

Social and emotional are individual capacities that enable people to collaborate with others, as well as
regulate one’s own emotions and behaviour to achieve goals (Chernyshenko, Kankaras and Drasgow,
2018y101). During the early years, children form close relationships and develop expectations of behaviours
for both them and others. They learn to regulate their emotions and actions, to take others’ perspectives
and to empathise. These skills serve as the building blocks for later development of more complex social
and emotional skills (Halle and Darling-Churchill, 2016(11;) (Campbell et al., 2016(12]). IELS 2025 measures
five domains of children’s social and emotional development: emotion identification and emotional
attribution (together conceptualised as empathy), trust, pro-social behaviour, and non-disruptive
behaviour.

In IELS, empathy refers to the ability of children to understand and respond to the thoughts, intentions and
emotional states of others. The study uses empathy tasks that contrast the emotional states of characters
and particular social situations in stories. It measures two components of empathy. The first component is
emotion identification, which relates to ability to identify the emotions of others. The second component is
emotional attribution, which pertains to the correspondence between the child’s emotional response to a
story and the emotions experienced by the characters in the story.

In IELS, the domain of trust relates to social confidence or the child’s capacity to establish interpersonal
trusting relationships. The domains of pro-social behaviour and non-disruptive behaviour concern social
behaviours that might be expected to be influenced by children’s experiences in ECEC centres/schools,
and are based on a modified version of the Adaptive Social Behaviour Inventory (ASBI), an instrument
developed as a general measure of social competence for pre-school-aged children (Hogan, Scott and
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Bauer, 1992/13)). Positive dimensions related to expression and compliance were combined into a measure
of pro-social behaviour. Disruptive aspects were used to infer the inverse, that is, the child’s non-disruptive
behaviour.

IELS 2025 uses both direct and indirect assessments of children’s social and emotional development skills:
empathy-related domains are assessed directly, whereas trust, pro-social behaviour and non-disruptive
behaviour are measured indirectly through reports from ECEC/school teachers®. More information on the
indirectly assessed domains is provided below.

How children are assessed

Direct assessment

Children completed a direct, play-based assessment on tablets, with one-to-one support from a trained
study administrator. The children listened to stories and interacted with cartoon-like characters by touching
or moving items on the screen. The assessment uses drag-and-drop technology, where children move
items on the screen, as well as hot-spot technology, where children tap objects to show their preferred
choice. Study administrators ensured each activity was ready before children started and that each child
could navigate his or her way through the activities. The study administrator remained with the child
throughout the assessment sessions.

Each direct assessment activity took approximately 15 minutes. Two assessment activities were
administered per day, across two days. The two-day format aimed to ensure that children were neither
overburdened by the assessment nor removed from the regular environment of their ECEC centre/school
for an extended period of time.

The stories and other activities the children engaged in during the assessment were designed to be
interesting, fun and developmentally appropriate for this age group. Two child characters (shown in
Figure 2.2) guided the children through the activities via audio. The names and physical characteristics of
these lead characters were adapted to the context of each participating jurisdiction. No reading or writing
was involved in the direct assessment activities; only visual and auditory materials were used.

Indirect assessment through the ECEC/school teacher questionnaire

The questionnaire completed by the teacher or staff member who knew each child best in their ECEC
centre/school included several questions about the child’s learning and development, as reflected in
behaviours that teachers observed at the ECEC centre/school the child attends.

Teachers were asked to select the response that best described the child on a series of 28 statements
relating to children’s behaviours and attitudes when interacting with other children and with adults®.
Responses to this question were used to estimate children’s scores on three indirectly assessed social
and emotional development domains of trust, pro-social behaviour and non-disruptive behaviour Examples
of the items in the question include: “Greets unfamiliar children in a friendly way” (trust); “Tries to comfort
others when they are upset” (pro-social behaviour); and "Prevents other children from doing their own
activities” (non-disruptive behaviour).

Teachers were also asked about the child’s ability to complete a series of tasks” involving emergent literacy
or emergent numeracy (e.g. “sort a group of objects by shape, size or colours”; “count in multiples”;
“recognise the sounds of words that rhyme”), as well as related to empathy (e.g. “draw inferences about
how a character felt after listening to a story”). Techers’ perceptions were used to estimate the child’s

values on the index of ‘global capabilities’.
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Figure 2.2. The lead characters from the children’s stories in the IELS 2025 direct assessments

L=

=D

Source: IELS 2025 Assessment Framework (OECD, 2026)).

Lastly, teachers were asked to rate the level of development of the child relative to typical development on
12 different areas8, pertaining for instance to expressive language skills (e.g. “understands, interprets,
listen”), fine and gross motor skills (“catches and throws balls”, “plays with small objects likes beads or
bricks”), mood and emotion control (“gets over being upset quickly”) or peer relationships (“plays easily
with others”). Teachers’ perceptions were used to estimate the child’s values on the teacher indices of

‘cognitive and motor skills” and ‘socio-emotional skills’.

Indirect assessment through the Parent questionnaire

The Parent questionnaire included also some questions about the child’s learning and development, as
reflected in behaviours that parents/guardians observed at home. Parents/guardians were asked to rate
the level of development of the child relative to what they would estimate as typical development on 12
different areas9, using the same question as teachers. Parents’ perceptions were used to estimate the
child’s values on the parent indices of ‘cognitive and motor skills’ and ‘socio-emotional skills’.

Contextual information on each child

Contextual information on children’s individual characteristics, family context and home environments and
experiences in ECEC/school is essential for understanding how these factors interact with their early
learning and development outcomes. IELS 2025 administered contextual questionnaires to both
parents/guardians and ECEC/school teachers to collect such information. Questionnaires were primarily
delivered online, with a paper-based version available for participants without internet access. For details
on the design of the contextual questionnaires and their alignment with the conceptual framework of IELS,
see the IELS 2025 Technical Report (OECD, 2026(1); for details on response rates and mode of
administration, see the Reader’s Guide.

Individual characteristics of children

Information on the individual characteristics of each child participating in the study was collected from
parents/guardians. This included:

e Exact age, transformed into age in months for analysis in this report.
e Gender.
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e Whether the child experienced any developmental challenges, including a low birthweight, a
premature birth, or sensory, learning or behavioural difficulties.

Family context and home environments

Information on aspects of home environments with the potential to influence children’s early learning,
development and well-being was collected from parents/guardians. This included:

e Household composition, such as whether the child lived in a one- or two-parent household, the
number of siblings of the child, and the age of parents/guardians.

e Socio-economic status of the family, including parents/guardians’ employment status and
occupations, highest levels of education completed, and annual household income. Consistent with
other large-scale assessments, IELS uses this information to construct an index of socio-economic
status; for details, see the Reader’'s Guide and the IELS 2025 Technical Report (OECD, 2026(1)).

e Immigration background of the parents/guardians and the child.
e Language(s) spoken at home by the parents/guardians and the child.
e Number of children’s books in the home, and the frequency of use of digital devices by the child.

e Frequency of parent-child activities with a learning and developmental focus, such as reading with
the child and engaging in back-and-forth conversations.

ECEC/school participation and additional supports

Information on the child’s enrolment in ECEC or the early years of schooling up to age 5 was collected
from parents/guardians. This included:

e Whether the child regularly attended an ECEC centre/school between ages 0 to 5.

e The types of ECEC or school attended by the child at each specific age, with questions adapted
according to the organisation of the early education system of each jurisdiction.

e The number of hours that the child attended those settings.

Further, ECEC/school teachers provided information on whether the child had received different types of
additional support services, such as learning or behavioural support, or support with the language of
assessment.

What IELS 2025 can tell us

IELS provide evidence that helps jurisdictions see where they can improve children’s early learning and
development outcomes. Cross-jurisdictional comparative data can help policymakers, researchers and
professionals in early education and care to address key issues in early childhood policy and practice,
including reducing inequalities and helping all children start school ready to thrive. With the aim of
strengthening the policy relevance of the analysis of IELS 2025 data, subsequent chapters in this report
are structured around key questions:

Chapter 3: How five-year-olds are faring: What are average scores and variation in children’s early
learning and development outcomes across the jurisdictions participating in IELS 20257 What are
the associations between average scores and jurisdictions’ contextual factors? How do children’s
scores and parents’ and teachers’ perceptions of their skills correlate with each other? How do
children’s outcomes across domains of assessment correlate with each other?

Chapter 4: Equity gaps in early learning and development: How are children’s early learning and
development outcomes associated with their gender, socio-economic, immigration and language
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backgrounds? Are the gaps in assessed outcomes consistent with parents’ and teachers’
perspectives on children’s skills?

Chapter 5: Home environments and early learning and development: How are children’s early
learning and development outcomes associated with home environments? What are the
associations with factors such as parental levels of education, household structure, parent-child
activities, or parents’ engagement in the child’s ECEC centre/school?

Chapter 6: Early childhood education and care, additional supports, and early learning and
development: What are the ECEC/school participation patterns among children in IELS 20257
How is participation in ECEC/school associated with children’s early learning and development
outcomes by age 5? What proportions of children in IELS 2025 experience early difficulties and
receive special supports? How are these special supports associated with children’s early learning
and development outcomes?

Avenues for future developments

The topics examined in this report represent a small sample of the broad range of research and policy
questions that IELS 2025 can inform. Alongside this report, the OECD has released Public Use Files (PUF)
intended not only to enable the replication of the OECD’s analysis, but also to facilitate further secondary
analysis by researchers. In addition to open-access datasets, the International Database Analyzer (IDB
Analyzer) software tool of the International Association for the Evaluation of Educational Achievement
(IEA) is freely available to download. There are numerous open questions that the high-quality IELS
datasets could help explore, particularly when analyses are conducted in line with the study design. An
expanded range of participant jurisdictions in future cycles of the study would increase the potential scope
for both comparative and jurisdiction-specific analysis. In the same vein, trend analysis could be conducted
for jurisdictions participating in several cycles of IELS.

Importantly, IELS data could be analysed in connection with data from other studies. For instance, other
OECD large-scale assessment programmes measure related skills at different stages of the life course.
The Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA) assesses reading and mathematics, the
Survey of Adult Skills (PIAAC) assesses literacy and numeracy, and the Survey on Social and Emotional
Skills (SSES) assesses social and emotional skills. This creates opportunities to use IELS, PISA, SSES
and PIAAC — which assess individuals in early childhood, adolescence, and adulthood, respectively
—together to examine long-term learning trajectories. However, many challenges exist to making direct
and valid comparisons based on different surveys, including differences in their target populations, test
administration procedures and assessment frameworks.

Going forward, an improved alignment between the conceptual and assessment frameworks of IELS and
those of other OECD surveys, including PISA, PIAAC or SSES could create new opportunities to combine
data across surveys to analyse skills development and equity outcomes from a longitudinal perspective,
such as through birth cohort comparisons. This would require theoretical and methodological groundwork
to explore whether different assessments can be positioned along a developmental continuum and to
better understand what learning progressions look like over time.

Meanwhile, connections with the Starting Strong Teaching and Learning International Survey (TALIS
Starting Strong) could also bring enhanced opportunities to understand the role that ECEC and early
schooling can play in promoting children’s early learning and development and in reducing inequalities in
children’s outcomes.
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Notes

' Results from Hangzhou (China) are not included in this report. See Reader’s Guide for more information.
2 Korea and Hangzhou (China) implemented only an operational field trial in early 2025.

3 International comparisons should be made with caution given contextual differences between
jurisdictions, particularly when the level of participation (i.e. national, regional, municipal) differs.

4 In the first cycle, this dimension was labelled ‘Self-regulation’. Following recommendations by the IELS
Technical Expert Group, the labelling in the second cycle changed to ‘Executive function’. Self-regulation
is a broader concept that includes both cognitive and emotional types of self-regulation. The IELS
assessment captures mainly the cognitive aspects of self-regulation, which are commonly referred to as
executive function or cognitive control.

5 Since the first cycle of IELS revealed that parents tended to use a limited (and generally positive) range
of response categories, and to shorten the Parent Questionnaire, the second cycle of IELS collected trust,
pro-social behaviour and non-disruptive behaviour data exclusively from children’s teachers.

® This is Question 6 of Section B of the International version of the Staff questionnaire. Teachers responded
to the 28 items/statements using a 5-point Likert scale for frequency ranging from “Never” to “Always”.

" This is Question 4 of Section B of the International version of the Staff questionnaire. Response options
to the 9 items/statements were “Yes”, “No” and “Not sure”.

8 This is Question 5 of Section B of the International version of the Staff questionnaire. Teachers responded
to the 12 items/statements using a 5-point Likert scale ranging from “Much less than average” to “Much
more than average”.

% This is Question 5 of section A of the International version of the Parent questionnaire. Parents responded
to the 12 items/statements using a 5-point Likert scale ranging from “Much less than average” to “Much
more than average”.
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How five-year-olds are faring

This chapter compares average scores and variation in children’s early
learning and development outcomes across the jurisdictions participating in
IELS 2025. It then looks at associations between average scores and
jurisdictions’ contextual factors. The chapter concludes by examining
correlations between children’s scores and parents’ and teacher’s
perceptions of their skills, and between children’s outcomes across
domains of assessment.
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Key findings

e |ELS 2025 finds significant differences in early learning and development outcomes across
participating jurisdictions. In foundational learning and executive function domains, children in
Korea consistently achieve high scores. Children in England (United Kingdom), in both
emergent literacy and emergent numeracy, and in Baku and Sumgait (Azerbaijan), in emergent
numeracy, also have comparatively high scores. In executive function domains, jurisdictions
cluster more often around the international mean. In social and emotional development, several
jurisdictions combine scores above and below the international mean in different domains.

¢ Infoundational learning domains, gaps between high- and low-performing children are relatively
large in the United Arab Emirates and Baku and Sumgait (Azerbaijan), and relatively small in
Korea, the Flemish Community (Belgium) and the Netherlands. These gaps are more
homogeneous between jurisdictions in executive function domains. In social and emotional
development domains, differences between children with the highest and lowest scores are
smallest in the Netherlands, and largest in the United Arab Emirates and Malta.

o Age differences in children’s scores as they grow from age 5 to age 6 are more pronounced in
the domains of emergent numeracy and inhibition, followed by emergent literacy, working
memory and mental flexibility, and smaller in social and emotional development domains.

¢ On average, 36% of the variation in foundational learning scores, and 22% of the variation in
both executive function and social and emotional development scores occur between early
childhood education and care (ECEC) centres or schools. This suggests that, within
jurisdictions, the characteristics of ECEC centres/schools play a substantive role in explaining
differences in children’s early learning and development outcomes.

o ECEC teachers’ perceptions about children’s skills show stronger correlations with children’s
assessed early learning and development outcomes than parents’ perceptions.

o Correlations between children’s outcomes in different domains of early learning and
development are consistently positive but vary in strength. A strong correlation exists between
scores in the foundational learning domains of emergent literacy and emergent numeracy.
Moderate correlations exist between executive function domains, particularly with inhibition. In
social and emotional development, directly and indirectly assessed domains correlate weakly.
Correlations are sometimes higher between domains in different dimensions than between
domains in the same dimension. Scores in emergent literacy and emergent numeracy correlate
strongly with scores in working memory and mental flexibility, and emotion identification
correlate more with those than with most other social and emotional development domains.

e There is strong similarity in the relative position of children in the performance distributions
across dimensions of early learning and development. Large shares of children with high or low
scores in foundational learning have also high and low scores in executive function,
respectively. The overlap between the distributions of children’s scores is less pronounced
between foundational learning and social and emotional development. Overall, a minority of
five-year-olds combine relatively strong skills in one dimension with relatively weak skills in
others, but cross-over is higher in intermediate layers of performance.
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Introduction

IELS assesses the learning and development outcomes of 5-year-olds as a window into their acquisition
of basic skills that matter for their future educational success and well-being. By focusing on an age at
which children are close to starting primary school, IELS provides participating jurisdictions with reliable,
valid and comparable data about the levels and drivers of these outcomes and about gaps between
different groups of children. This information is essential to evaluate the performance of jurisdictions’ early
years policies in providing a strong start in life for all children.

This chapter describes jurisdictions’ average performance in IELS 2025, setting the stage for the rest of
the report and for further analyses of IELS 2025 data. This system-level perspective serves to identify
jurisdictions’ main strengths in promoting early learning and development outcomes as well as areas where
additional investments may be needed, both for future cohorts of young children and, in the near term, for
primary school policies.

The first part of the chapter presents average scores for foundational learning, executive function and
social and emotional development domains and compares performance across jurisdictions. Wide
differences in social and economic conditions between the jurisdictions in IELS 2025 are the background
for these comparisons. The second part of the chapter describes within-jurisdiction variation in early
learning and development outcomes, preparing the ground for more detailed analyses of the factors driving
differences among various groups of children.

The chapter concludes by looking at correlations between children’s scores in the 10 domains of IELS’
multidimensional assessment model and parents’ and teachers’ perceptions of children’s early skills,
combining complementary perspectives about how five-year-olds are learning and developing. Lastly, the
chapter presents correlations between children’s scores across those domains of assessment as well as
their positions in joint performance distributions in different dimensions of early learning and development,
providing insights into how different types of early skills relate to each other.

Average performance in early learning and development outcomes

IELS assesses children’s outcomes in 10 early learning and development domains using the same metric,
with international means standardised to 500 score points. Table 3.1 presents the mean scores of each of
the jurisdictions participating in IELS 2025, and Table 3.2 shows how jurisdictions cluster when their means
are not statistically significantly different. Mean scores are presented for all assessed outcomes, while
performance clusters are based on the composite scores for the three broad dimensions of early learning
and development (see the Reader’s guide). It is important to emphasise that no single ranking can do
justice to the richness of information that IELS provides and, more importantly, to the variety of goals that
jurisdictions pursue in their early years policies. This section also highlights the statistical uncertainty in
IELS results when comparing jurisdictions.

IELS 2025 finds significant differences in early learning and development outcomes across participating
jurisdictions. In the foundational learning and executive function dimensions, children in Korea stand out
for consistently achieving higher scores than those in other jurisdictions. Children in England (United
Kingdom), in both emergent literacy and emergent numeracy, and children in Baku and Sumgait
(Azerbaijan), in emergent numeracy, also have comparatively high scores in the foundational learning
dimension. There is generally less differentiation across executive function domains, with jurisdictions
clustering around the international mean.
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Table 3.1. Average scores in early learning and development outcomes

A. Foundational learning

Jurisdiction Composite Erpergent Emergent
score literacy numeracy
Korea 545 544 547
England (United Kingdom) 525 535 516
Baku, Sumgait (Azerbaijan) 501 483 520
Netherlands 493 497 489
United Arab Emirates 492 488 496
Malta 491 479 503
Flemish Community (Belgium) 483 483 483
Ceara, Para, Sdo Paulo (Brazil)* 479 502 456
Regional results
Abu Dhabi (United Arab Emirates)™* 478 464 492
B. Executive function
Jurisdiction Composite | ibition Working Mental
score memory flexibility
Korea 564 577 568 546
England (United Kingdom) 503 495 508 507
United Arab Emirates 499 501 498 498
Flemish Community (Belgium) 497 496 502 495
Baku, Sumgait (Azerbaijan) 497 502 489 500
Malta 493 486 497 497
Netherlands 483 484 476 488
Ceara, Para, Sdo Paulo (Brazil)* 465 454 468 473
Regional results
Abu Dhabi (United Arab Emirates)** 483 480 483 486
C. Social and emotional development
Jurisdiction Composite _ qutioq Emf)tiopal Trust Pro-sqcial Non-disr.uptive
score identification  attribution behaviour behaviour
England (United Kingdom) 511 503 509 513 497 530
United Arab Emirates 507 505 495 510 517 507
Malta 507 508 484 514 518 509
Baku, Sumgait (Azerbaijan) 501 501 501 493 500 511
Korea 501 479 507 494 504 523
Netherlands 498 499 504 512 483 492
Flemish Community (Belgium) 497 530 505 490 489 470
Cearéd, Para, Sdo Paulo (Brazil)* 481 491 500 466 484 461
Regional results
Abu Dhabi (United Arab Emirates)** 502 485 477 515 522 508

Note: OECD members are listed in black font. Partner countries/economies are listed in blue font. Sub-national jurisdictions are listed in italics.
*Estimates for Brazil correspond to averages across the 3 participating Brazilian states. **IELS Adjudicated Region. Blue (grey) shading indicates
scores are statistically significantly above (below) the IELS 2025 international averages, which are standardised to 500 score points in each
domain. For more information, see the IELS 2025 Technical Report (OECD, 2026y1)). Jurisdictions are ranked in descending order of average
composite scores for each dimension.

Source: OECD, IELS 2025 Database, Tables B.3.1, B.3.2 and B.3.3.
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Table 3.2. Comparing average composite scores in early learning and development outcomes

A. Foundational learning

Jurisdiction

Korea

England (United Kingdom)
Baku, Sumgait (Azerbaijan)
Netherlands

United Arab Emirates

Malta

Flemish Community (Belgium)
Ceara, Para, Sdo Paulo (Brazil)*

Jurisdiction
Korea
England (United Kingdom)
United Arab Emirates
Flemish Community (Belgium)
Baku, Sumgait (Azerbaijan)
Malta
Netherlands
Ceara, Para, Séo Paulo (Brazil)*

Jurisdiction
England (United Kingdom)
United Arab Emirates
Malta
Baku, Sumgait (Azerbaijan)
Korea

Netherlands
Flemish Community (Belgium)
Ceara, Para, Séo Paulo (Brazil)*

Average composite score for foundational learning statistically similar

Netherlands, United Arab Emirates, Malta
Baku, Sumgait (Azerbaijan), United Arab Emirates, Malta

Baku, Sumgait (Azerbaijan), Netherlands, Malta, Flemish Community (Belgium), Ceara, Para,
Séo Paulo (Brazil)

Baku, Sumgait (Azerbaijan), Netherlands, United Arab Emirates, Flemish Community
(Belgium), Ceara, Para, Sdo Paulo (Brazil)

United Arab Emirates, Malta, Ceara, Para, Sao Paulo (Brazil)
United Arab Emirates, Malta, Flemish Community (Belgium)

B. Executive function

Average composite score for executive function statistically similar

United Arab Emirates, Flemish Community (Belgium), Baku, Sumgait (Azerbaijan)

England (United Kingdom), Flemish Community (Belgium), Baku, Sumgait (Azerbaijan), Malta
England (United Kingdom), United Arab Emirates, Baku, Sumgait (Azerbaijan), Malta
England (United Kingdom), United Arab Emirates, Flemish Community (Belgium), Malta
United Arab Emirates, Flemish Community (Belgium), Baku, Sumgait (Azerbaijan)

C. Social and emotional development

Average composite score for social and emotional development statistically similar
United Arab Emirates, Malta
England (United Kingdom), Malta, Baku, Sumgait (Azerbaijan), Korea
England (United Kingdom), United Arab Emirates, Baku, Sumgait (Azerbaijan), Korea
United Arab Emirates, Malta, Korea, Netherlands, Flemish Community (Belgium)
United Arab Emirates, Malta, Baku, Sumgait (Azerbaijan), Netherlands, Flemish Community
(Belgium)
Baku, Sumgait (Azerbaijan), Korea, Flemish Community (Belgium)
Baku, Sumgait (Azerbaijan), Korea, Netherlands

Note: OECD members are listed in black font. Partner countries/economies are listed in blue font. Sub-national jurisdictions are listed in italics.
*Estimates for Brazil correspond to averages across the 3 participating Brazilian states. Regions are excluded from comparisons. Jurisdictions
listed together horizontally have average composite scores not statistically significantly different from each other. Blue (grey) shading indicates
scores are statistically significantly above (below) the IELS 2025 international averages, which are standardised to 500 score points in each
domain. For more information, see the IELS 2025 Technical Report (OECD, 2026y1)). Jurisdictions are ranked in descending order of average
composite scores for each dimension.

Source: OECD, IELS 2025 Database, TablesB.3.1, B.3.2 and B.3.3.

In the social and emotional development dimension, children in England (United Kingdom) achieve high
average scores in three out of the five domains of assessment, which is also the case in two domains for
children in Korea, Malta and the United Arab Emirates. Overall, results appear less consistent in this
dimension, with children in four jurisdictions — the Flemish Community (Belgium), Malta, the Netherlands
and Korea — combining average scores above and below the international mean in different domains.
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When comparing mean scores between jurisdictions (Table 3.2), it is important to note that only statistically
significant differences should be considered (see the Reader’s guide).

Variation in early learning and development outcomes

How skills are distributed across the child population complements information provided by jurisdiction
averages. Two similar average performances can result from different distributions within jurisdictions, for
instance, when the majority of children have scores near the average and when equal shares of children
have scores distant from the average. In the first case, a compressed distribution means less differentiation
in the skills that children attain by age 5, whereas in the second case, a wide distribution implies different
groups of children attain rather unequal levels of skills. These two scenarios can have different policy
implications.

Overall variation in outcomes within jurisdictions

In the foundational learning domains of emergent literacy and emergent numeracy, children in the Flemish
Community (Belgium), Korea and the Netherlands have the smallest variability in scores, while children in
the United Arab Emirates and Baku and Sumgait (Azerbaijan) have the largest variability, as measured by
standard deviations® (Table B.3.1). Scores in the executive function domains display less variation overall,
with no clear pattern of results across jurisdictions (Table B.3.2). Variation is again comparatively low
among children in the Netherlands across the five social and emotional development domains, as it is
among children in Ceara, Pard and Sao Paulo (Brazil) in three domains and children in the Flemish
Community (Belgium) in two domains. By contrast, variation in this dimension tends to be large among
children in the United Arab Emirates and Baku and Sumgait (Azerbaijan), albeit not in all domains. In
jurisdictions such as England (United Kingdom) and Korea, children’s scores vary less than international
averages in the directly assessed domains of emotion identification and emotional attribution, but more in
some of the indirectly assessed domains (Table B.3.3). Overall, across all early learning and development
outcomes, there is a weak and inconsistent association between jurisdictions’ mean performance and the
degree of variability in children’s scores.

Another measure of variation in outcomes is the difference that separates the children with the highest and
lowest scores within a jurisdiction (i.e. 90th-10th inter-decile range)? (Figure 3.1). For the 10 domains of
early learning and development assessed in IELS 2025, the international averages for these differences
range from 220 to 250 score points. This means that the scores of children in the upper and lower portions
of the performance distribution tend to differ by approximately two to two and a half standard deviations.
This level of variation is broadly consistent with the inter-decile ranges observed in PISA 2022 among
15-year-olds (OECD, 2023;2)).

In foundational learning domains, the widest gaps between high- and low-performing children are found in
the United Arab Emirates and Baku and Sumgait (Azerbaijan), where inter-decile ranges are above 280
score points in both emergent literacy and emergent numeracy. By contrast, these differences remain
below 200 score points in Korea (in emergent literacy) and in the Flemish Community (Belgium) and the
Netherlands (in emergent numeracy). Inter-decile ranges tend to be smaller in jurisdictions with higher
average scores in emergent literacy, but no such association exists in emergent numeracy.

Distances between children in the upper and lower parts of the performance distribution are more
homogeneous across jurisdictions in executive function domains, reflecting the lesser overall variation in
this dimension of early development. In inhibition and mental flexibility, differences between children tend
to be larger in jurisdictions with higher average scores on these domains, while the opposite holds in
working memory.
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Regarding social and emotional development domains, differences between children with the highest and
lowest scores are smallest in the Netherlands, being below 200 score points in four of these domains, and
largest in the United Arab Emirates and Malta, and generally mirror the overall level of variation in each
jurisdiction. In trust, pro-social behaviour and non-disruptive behaviour, inter-decile ranges are larger in
jurisdictions with higher average scores in these domains.

Figure 3.1. Inequality in the distribution of early learning and development outcomes

Differences between the 90th and 10th percentiles of the performance distribution in foundational learning, executive
function, and social and emotional development domains
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Note: *Estimates for Brazil correspond to averages across the 3 participating Brazilian states. For more information, see the IELS 2025 Technical
Report (OECD, 2026y1y). Jurisdictions are ranked in ascending order of the difference in scores between the 90th and 10th percentiles of their
performance distribution.

Source: OECD, IELS 2025 Database, Tables B.3.1, B.3.2 and B.3.3.
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Variation by age

Children learn and develop rapidly during their early years. Age differences in early learning and
development outcomes primarily reflect naturally occurring increases in children’s abilities, driven by
cognitive and physical maturation processes that start from conception and continue into the pre-school
years (Brown and Jernigan, 20123;) (Figueroa and An, 20164). Differences in scores by month of age
between ages 5 and 6 provide an estimate of the rate of expected learning and developmental
progressions and help examine whether gaps between younger and older children vary across the three
dimensions of early learning and development assessed by IELS.

Results in Figure 3.2 show that children’s scores in early learning and development outcomes increase as
children grow from age 5 to age 6. However, the gains associated with age are not consistent across
outcomes. The increase is most pronounced in the domains of emergent numeracy and inhibition, with
scores increasing by approximately 70 score points over this age range on average across jurisdictions.
In emergent literacy, working memory and mental flexibility, the average increase ranges from 43 to 58
score points. By contrast, scores raise more moderately in the social and emotional development
dimension, particularly in the domains of trust, pro-social behaviour, and non-disruptive behaviour, where
the average increase is between 15 and 20 score points and where scores level off or decrease slightly
between 5 years and 10 months and 6 years of age. Gains in emotion identification and emotional
attribution are more similar to those observed in the foundational learning and executive function domains,
with average increases of 42 and 32 score points, respectively.

Variation in children’s outcomes by month of age is not consistent across jurisdictions. In England (United
Kingdom), score differences between younger and older children are larger than international averages
across all domains of assessment. In the foundational learning and executive function dimensions, these
differences are also large among children in the Netherlands while small among children in Baku and
Sumgait (Azerbaijan), Ceara, Para and Sao Paulo (Brazil) and Malta, relative to international averages.
Across other jurisdictions, the size of age differences varies by domain, without displaying a clear pattern
(Tables B.3.5 and B.3.6). In the social and emotional development domains of emotion identification and
emotional attribution, these age differences are also large among children in the United Arab Emirates and
the Flemish Community (Belgium), whereas they are small among children in Baku and Sumgait
(Azerbaijan), Ceara, Para and S&o Paulo (Brazil) and Korea. However, in indirectly assessed domains,
differences between jurisdictions tend to be narrow (Table B.3.7).
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Figure 3.2. Age differences in early learning and development between ages 5 and 6

Mean scores in foundational learning, executive function, and social and emotional development domains by month
of age of five-year-olds
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Note: Estimates exclude children younger than 5 years and older than 6 years, who represent less than 4% of children in IELS 2025 samples,
on average across jurisdictions. Red lines correspond to the IELS average, and grey lines to jurisdictions. *Estimates for Brazil correspond to
averages across the 3 participating Brazilian states. For more information, see the IELS 2025 Technical Report (OECD, 2026y1)).

Source: OECD, IELS 2025 Database, Tables B.3.5, B.3.6 and B.3.7.

Variation between and within ECEC centres and schools

The early learning and development outcomes of five-year-olds in IELS 2025 vary widely, and that variation
can be broken down into differences at the child, ECEC centre/school and jurisdiction levels. This
decomposition analysis builds on the design of IELS, which samples participating children through ECEC
centres/centres (see the Reader’s guide)3. Identifying the relative share of different components of the
overall variation in children’s outcomes can provide valuable policy insights. If a large share of the variation
is attributable to differences in performance between jurisdictions, this suggests that their system-level
characteristics (e.g. economic and social conditions, early years policies) strongly influence children’s
outcomes. Likewise, if differences between ECEC centres/schools account for a large share of the overall
variation in outcomes within a jurisdiction, then differences in their characteristics are important for policy
to consider.

Ensuring consistently high quality through ECEC centres/schools is a major challenge for any education
system. Within a jurisdiction, performance differences between early education settings may be attributable
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to how general features of ECEC systems (e.g. governance and funding models) or specific quality
standards (e.g. curriculum frameworks, staff-to-child ratios, qualification requirements for ECEC teachers)
apply to different segments of the system (OECD, 2025;5)). Performance differences can also result from
the socio-economic composition of settings, which in turn may reflect factors such as residential
segregation, and thus from disparities in the resources that ECEC centres/schools and the families that
they serve can mobilise. In this vein, the share of the variation in outcomes occurring between ECEC
centres/schools, rather than within them, can be seen as a proxy measure for the variation in the quality
of provision between ECEC centres/schools as well as for the concentration of socio-economic
disadvantage across settings. Recent data from TALIS Starting Strong 2024 show that pre-primary ECEC
centres with very small and large shares of children from socio-economically disadvantaged homes coexist
in many countries (OECD, 2025pg)).

In [ELS 2025, about 6% of the variation in foundational learning composite scores, 13% of the variation in
executive function composite scores, and 2% of the variation in social and emotional development
composite scores is linked to average differences in children’s scores between participating jurisdictions.
These results indicate that system-level contextual characteristics influence children’s outcomes, while
also implying that most of the variation in children’s outcomes occurs within jurisdictions, rather than
between them.

Figure 3.3 shows the share of this within-jurisdiction variation in outcomes that, in turn, occurs between
ECEC centres/schools in IELS 2025. On average across jurisdictions, 36% of the variation in foundational
learning composite scores, and 22% of the variation in both executive function composite scores and social
and emotional development composite scores is attributable to performance differences between ECEC
centres/schools. This suggests that the characteristics of ECEC centres/schools play an important role in
explaining children’s early learning and development outcomes. This includes system or institutional
factors relating to the quality of ECEC and early schooling (see Chapter 6), as well as the extent to which
children are concentrated in different centres/schools according to their socio-economic background.
Across the three dimensions of early learning and development, the between-centres/schools percentage
of variance in outcomes is strongly correlated (with coefficients in the range of .50 to .67) with the share of
variation in socio-economic status at the centre/school level (Table B.3.8).

Importantly, the average variance split in Figure 3.3 masks substantial differences between jurisdictions.
Across the three dimensions of early learning and development, the share of between-ECEC
centres/schools variation in children’s scores is systematically larger than the IELS average in Baku and
Sumgait (Azerbaijan), Ceard, Para and Sao Paulo (Brazil) and the United Arab Emirates, accounting for
instance for between 45% and 65% of the variation in foundational learning composite scores. These are
the three jurisdictions with more variation in the socio-economic composition of centres/schools in IELS
2025. By contrast, the share of variance in outcomes between ECEC centres/schools is smallest, across
the three dimensions, in England (United Kingdom) and the Netherlands, two jurisdictions where five-year-
olds attend the final years of ECEC in school-based settings, and with comparatively low variation in the
socio-economic makeup of these settings. Differences between jurisdictions in Figure 3.3 are therefore
likely to reflect the heterogeneity that exists within them in both the quality of ECEC/schools and the socio-
economic composition of ECEC centres/schools. Meanwhile, most of the within-jurisdiction variation in
children’s outcomes remains attributable to differences in children’s characteristics, including their
individual backgrounds and home environments. Subsequent chapters in the report explore those factors.
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Figure 3.3. Share of variation in early learning and development outcomes occurring between
ECEC centres or schools

Percentage of within-jurisdiction variation in composite scores in foundational learning, executive function and social
and emotional development attributable to differences in outcomes between ECEC centres/schools
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Note: The variance decomposition analysis between vs. within ECEC centres/schools is based on a two-level regression model (i.e. child and
ECEC centre/school levels), with normally distributed residuals, and estimated through maximum likelihood. *Estimates for Brazil correspond to
averages across the 3 participating Brazilian states. For more information, see the IELS 2025 Technical Report (OECD, 2026(1)). Jurisdictions
are ranked in descending order of the between-ECEC centre/school variation in composite scores in each area of early learning and development
as a percentage of the total variation in these outcomes across jurisdictions.

Source: OECD, [ELS 2025 Database, Table B.3.8.

Contextual factors influencing jurisdictions’ performance in IELS 2025

Analyses of children’s average outcomes across diverse countries and education systems poses
numerous challenges because the social, economic and cultural context of jurisdictions being compared
are often very different. Each jurisdiction’s contextual factors provide the background for its specific
findings, as these affect the family and the wider social environments in which the five-year-olds included
in this study were growing up. For instance, the relative prosperity of some jurisdictions allows them to
allocate more funding to early years policies and enrol more children in high-quality ECEC services at an
earlier age, whereas others are constrained by a lower national income. For children, opportunities for
participating in ECEC and experiencing supportive home environments are limited in high poverty contexts.
However, it is not only economic conditions that matter for promoting early childhood outcomes at the
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system-level; for instance, the level of education of previous generations also influences the societal
context in which young learn and develop. The participating jurisdictions in IELS 2025 differ in scale,
economic development, demographic composition and in the features of the early care and education
systems and other policies aimed at supporting young children and their families. Annex A presents a
selection of statistical indicators and descriptors of basic features of these jurisdictions’ ECEC systems.
This information provides context for interpreting the results that are presented in the report.

As an illustration, Figure 3.4 shows the system-level correlation between jurisdictions’ average
performance in the foundational learning dimension and the percentage of 25-34-year-olds who had
attained tertiary education in 2020 (see Annex A). This population group corresponds loosely to the cohort
of parents of the 5-year-olds assessed in IELS 2025. According to this elementary analysis, variation in
the share of tertiary-educated young adults would account for 43% of the variation in the foundational
learning composite score between jurisdictions. A stronger correlation exists between this contextual
indicator and jurisdictions’ average composite scores in executive function (53% of variation), whereas the
association with the composite score in the social and emotional development dimension is slightly weaker
(30% of variation). The individual-level association between a child’s scores in early learning development
outcomes and their parents’ level of education is explored later in the report (see Chapter 5).

Figure 3.4. Proportion of young adults with tertiary education and average performance in
foundational learning outcomes

Percentage of 25-34-year-olds with tertiary education in 2020 and average foundational learning composite score of
five-year-olds in 2025
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Source: Annex A and OECD, IELS 2025 Database, Table B.3.1.

Parent and teacher perspectives on children’s skills
IELS 2025 not only provides children’s scores in 10 different domains of early learning and development

but also information on the perceptions that their parents and ECEC/school teachers have about children’s
skills (see Chapter 2). This enables IELS to compare information from direct and indirect assessments and
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also gauge children’s skills across a broader scope of areas, based on the competences and behaviours
that parents and teachers observed at home or at the ECEC centres/schools that children attend. Research
documents moderate correlations between assessments of children’s early learning and development
outcomes and adult reports of children’s developmental competencies, with the concordance generally
being higher regarding early literacy and early numeracy skills than executive function and self-regulation
skills (Li, Rao and Gong, 2026(7)).

In IELS 2025, parents and ECEC/school teachers reported on how children were developing regarding
cognitive and motor skills and social and emotional skills, while teachers reported also about children’s
global capabilities. This information was used to construct three indices summarising the perceptions from
familiar adults, using an IRT estimation method consistent across contextual and outcomes measures (see
the Chapter 2 and the IELS 2025 Technical Report (OECD, 2026111)).

Correlations between assessments and parent and ECEC/school teacher perceptions
about children’s skills

Table 3.3 presents the international averages for correlations between assessed early learning and
development outcomes and parents’ and ECEC/school teachers’ perceptions of children’s skills.
Correlations of children’s scores in foundational learning and executive function domains and in the two
directly assessed domains of social and emotional development are stronger with the index of global
capabilities than with the rest of measures based on adult reports. This index synthetises information from
teachers about children’s ability to complete a series of tasks involving emergent literacy or emergent
numeracy commonly encountered in early education settings (e.g. sort a group of objects by shape, size
or colours; count in multiples; speak using multiple sentences to explain something) — as well as tasks
related to empathy (e.g. draw inferences about how a character felt after listening to a story). Substantial
correlations also exist between the teacher-based indices of cognitive and motor skills and of socio-
emotional skills, on the one hand, and children’s scores in the indirectly assessed domains of trust, pro-
social behaviour and non-disruptive behaviour, on the other, a result that is likely explained by both sets
of measures being based on reports from ECEC/school teachers.

Overall, across the three dimensions, parents’ perceptions about children’s skills appear less consistent
with children’s scores than those of teachers, as indicated by lower correlations.

Table 3.3. Correlations between assessed early learning and development outcomes and parent
and teacher perceptions of children’s skills

Average correlation coefficients across jurisdictions

Foundational learning Executive function Social and emotional development
Parent and
ECEC teacher Emergent ~ Emergent - Working  Mental Emotion  Emotional A s
erceptions ) Inhibition o o o Trust social disruptive
percep literacy numeracy memory  flexibility  identification  attribution ) )
behaviour  behaviour
Parent indices
Cognitive and motor A7 20 10 A3 14 14 .07 A7 21 .08
Socio-emotional 10 Bk 07 .09 10 10 .07 19 23 A3
Teacher indices
Cognitive and motor .30 .35 A7 27 22 24 A3 .55 67 21
Socio-emotional 21 24 14 20 A8 20 A2 .60 T7 40
Global capabilities iy 50 21 .35 28 .30 16 45 .56 .16

Note: All coefficients are statistically significant at the 5% level (p<.05). The term ECEC/school teacher is shorthand for the person completing
the Staff questionnaire (see the Reader’s guide). For more information on indices based on parent and ECEC teacher reports, see Chapter 2
and the IELS 2025 Technical Report (OECD, 2026y1)).

Source: OECD, IELS 2025 Database.
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How dimensions of early learning and development relate to each other

For young children, the different dimensions of their early learning and development are inter-related and
mutually reinforcing. Notwithstanding the positive correlations extensively documented between these
dimensions, research continues to explore potential trade-offs between different types of skills — based,
for instance, on concerns about the relative balance between direct instruction and play in early education
settings (Le et al., 2019g)) — as well as the dynamics of early skills transfer and co-development (Thijssen
et al., 20249)) (Hart et al., 2026}107) (see also Chapter 1). Because IELS data are cross-sectional rather
than longitudinal, they cannot illustrate potential skills complementarities or trade-offs over time. However,
they provide a unique opportunity to examine how multiple dimensions of early learning and development,
and specific domains within these, relate to each other in large samples of five-year-olds internationally.

Across the jurisdictions participating in IELS 2025, the average correlations between children’s composite
scores in different dimensions of early learning and development are consistently positive but vary
significantly in strength (Figure 3.5). These scores are more strongly correlated between the dimensions
of foundational learning and executive function (r=.64), but the associations are weaker with those for
social and emotional development (r=.46 and r=.40, respectively).

Within dimensions, a very strong correlation exists between children’s scores in the foundational learning
domains of emergent literacy and emergent numeracy (r=.72). In executive function domains, correlations
are still substantial, particularly between working memory and mental flexibility (r=.52), but slightly lower
with inhibition. In social and emotional development, scores in trust and pro-social behaviour are also very
strongly correlated (r=.79), and a more modest association exists between the two empathy-related
domains (emotion identification and emotional attribution) and the two behavioural domains (pro-social
and non-disruptive behaviours). Notably, though, within this dimension, correlations between children’s
scores in directly and indirectly assessed domains are weak.

An important insight from IELS 2025 is that associations between different domains or early learning
development are sometimes stronger across rather than within some of its dimensions. For instance,
correlations between children’s scores in emergent literacy and emergent numeracy are higher with their
scores in working memory and mental flexibility than with scores in inhibition. Meanwhile, scores in emotion
identification correlate more closely with scores in most foundational learning and executive function
domains than with scores in most other social and emotional development domains.

In some jurisdictions, relationships between performance in different domains deviate significantly from
these averages. For instance, the correlation between scores in the foundational learning domains of
emergent literacy and emergent numeracy is stronger than the IELS average among children in England
(United Kingdom) and the Netherlands, and weaker among children in Ceara, Para and S&o Paulo (Brazil).
In turn, correlations between scores in executive function domains are stronger than average among
children in England (United Kingdom), and weaker among children in Baku and Sumgait (Azerbaijan). In
turn, children’s scores in social and emotional development domains are generally more strongly correlated
with each other in the Flemish Community (Belgium).
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Figure 3.5. Correlations between early learning and development outcomes

Average correlation coefficients across jurisdictions between children’s scores in foundational learning, executive
function and social and emotional development domains
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Note: All coefficients are statistically significant at the 5% level. For more information, see the IELS 2025 Technical Report (OECD, 2026y1)).
Source: OECD, IELS 2025 Database.

IELS 2025 provides further insights into the early skill sets of young children by enabling an exploration of
where five-year-olds stand regarding particular combinations of early learning and development outcomes
(Figure 3.6). This analysis suggests a strong similarity in the relative positions of children when the
distributions of composite scores of two dimensions of early learning and development are considered
together. This means that the majority of children with high or low scores in one area tend to have similarly
high or low scores in other areas, and that only a minority of five-year-olds combine relatively strong skills
in one dimension with relatively weak skills in others.

On average across jurisdictions, 56% of the five-year-olds in the bottom quarter of the distribution of
foundational learning composite scores are also in the bottom quarter of the same distribution in executive
function (right-hand side of Figure 3.6). At the other end of the skills range, 57% of the children in the top
quarter of the distribution of foundational learning scores are also top scorers in executive function. More
generally, more than eight out of ten of these children with either the highest or lowest composite scores
in foundational learning are in the upper or lower halves of the performance distribution in executive
function, respectively. This implies that the cross-over between relatively high performance in one
dimension and relatively low performance in the other is very limited. Nonetheless, almost 40% of children
in any of the two intermediate quarters of the distribution of foundational learning scores are in the opposite
half of the performance distribution in executive function, which suggests more diverse skill profiles for
children with intermediate levels of skills in these dimensions (Table B.3.9).

Children’s positions in the distribution of foundational learning skills are less strongly correlated with their
relative level of social and emotional development skills (left-hand side of Figure 3.6). In the bottom quarter
of the performance distribution in foundational learning, 49% of children have scores within the same range
in social and emotional development, whereas among top performers, this proportion is 44%. Inversely,
up to 25% of five-year-olds with the lowest foundational learning composite scores are in the upper half of
the performance distribution in social and emotional development, and 28% of the children with the highest
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scores in the first dimension are in the bottom half of the distribution in the second dimension (Table
B.3.10).

While these results depict only aggregate patterns, as they rely on composite scores and international
averages, |IELS 2025 data represent an opportunity to extend this analysis to jurisdiction-specific patterns
and to particular combinations of specific early learning and development domains, which may yield
important insights for ECEC and primary education policies, as well as for early years policies in other
sectors. For instance, knowing whether child populations have relatively low levels of skills in a single
dimension or domain of early learning and development or in several of those simultaneously can inform
the design of both universal policies and of more targeted interventions when the characteristics of children
with specific skill sets are identified. Similarly, jurisdictions gaining a better understanding of how the early
learning and development outcomes of five-year-olds combine in different areas can use this information
to design curricular programmes and pedagogical practices in the early years of primary school.

Figure 3.6. Early learning and development skill sets of young children

Distribution of five-year-olds across quarters of the performance distributions of composite scores in foundational
learning, executive function and social and emotional development, on average across jurisdictions

Social and emotional development Foundational learning Executive function
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Note: The graph shows the joint distribution of children across quarters of performance distributions. Flows between columns represent the
percentage of children in a specific quarter of the distribution of foundational learning composite scores (central column) who are also in different
quarters of the distributions of social and emotional development composite scores (flows to the left column) and of executive function composite
scores (flows to the right column). For more information, see the Reader’s guide and the IELS 2025 Technical Report (OECD, 2026;1)).

Source: OECD, IELS 2025 Database, Table B.3.9 and B.3.10.
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Table 3.4. How five-year-olds are faring: Chapter 3 figures

Figure Title
Figure 3.1 Inequality in the distribution of early learning and development outcomes
Figure 3.2 Age differences in early learning and development between ages 5 and 6
Figure 3.3 Share of variation in early learning and development outcomes occurring between ECEC centres or schools
Figure 3.4 Proportion of young adults with tertiary education and average performance in foundational learning outcomes
Figure 3.5 Correlations between early learning and development outcomes
Figure 3.6 Early learning and development skill sets of young children
StatLink S=sm https://stat.link/bgldsv
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Notes

1 The standard deviations in early learning and development scores summarise variation in outcomes
among 5-year-olds within each jurisdiction. These standard deviations were standardised to have an
international average of about 100 score points. If a standard deviation is larger than the international
average, it indicates that children’s scores vary more from a particular jurisdictions’ mean performance
than they vary internationally. A smaller standard deviation means that children’s scores vary less in a
jurisdiction than they vary internationally.

2 For each outcome, this is the difference between the 90th percentile of performance (the score above
which only 10% of children scored) and the 10th percentile of performance (the score below which only
10% of children scored).

3 This analysis was carried out in two steps. The first step estimated the share of the variation in children’s
composite scores between jurisdictions. Of the remaining variation, the second step identified the between-
centre and within-centre variances. Within-centre variation are differences in scores between children
attending the same ECEC centres. The sum of the between- and within centre shares represents the total
variation in that jurisdiction as a proportion of the IELS average level of variation in performance; that is
why the sum of the two bars may exceed or fall short of 100%.
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4 Equity gaps in early learning and
development

As a window into inequalities in early learning and development, this
chapter examines the associations between children’s outcomes in IELS
2025 and their gender and socio-economic, immigration and language
backgrounds. It also explores the alignment between gaps in assessed
outcomes and parents’ and teachers’ perspectives on children’s skills.
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Key findings

e Atage 5, girls outperform boys across the three dimensions of early learning and development
measured in IELS 2025. The differences are more pronounced in social and emotional
development and less salient in foundational learning. On average across jurisdictions, girls
score between 20 and 31 points higher than boys in the domains of emotion identification,
emotional attribution, pro-social behaviour and non-disruptive behaviour. Emergent numeracy
is the domain where girls’ and boys’ outcomes are most similar. In executive function,
differences exist in inhibition and mental flexibility. Gender gaps in favour of girls tend to be
larger among children with the weakest performance in the IELS assessments.

o |ELS 2025 finds pervasive socio-economic gaps in learning and development outcomes by age
5. These gaps are most substantial in foundational learning: socio-economically advantaged
children score on average between 60 and 70 points higher than disadvantaged peers in
emergent literacy and emergent numeracy. Socio-economic gaps are smaller in executive
function and social and emotional development but remain consistent across all domains.

o Developmentally resilient children achieve strong early learning and development outcomes
despite growing up under unfavourable socio-economic circumstances. On average across
jurisdictions, about 15% of socio-economically disadvantaged five-year-olds perform strongly
in emergent literacy and emergent numeracy. Across executive function and social and
emotional development domains this percentage ranges from 15% to 22%.

e Across jurisdictions and assessment domains, gaps in early learning and development between
children with and without an immigration background are small compared to other aspects of
equity. Differences in outcomes by immigration background are larger and more often
statistically significant in foundational learning, but rare in the executive function and social and
emotional development. Accounting for socio-economic status and home language reduces
both the magnitude and significance of these gaps.

e On average, gaps between children whose primary home language is the same or different
differs from the language of assessment are also relatively small and not visible in many
jurisdictions after children’s socio-economic status is taken into account. They appear mainly
in the foundational learning domains of emergent literacy and emergent numeracy, in the
executive function domain of mental flexibility, and in the social and emotional development
domain of emotion identification.

e The perceptions of parents and early childhood education and care (ECEC) or school teachers
about five-year-olds’ cognitive and motor skills, socio-emotional skills and global skills generally
reflect the same socio-demographic gaps that emerge in children’s assessments. Both parents
and teachers perceive girls as having stronger skills than boys, and socio-economically
advantaged children as having stronger skills than disadvantaged peers. However,
ECEC/school teachers’ perceptions of the skills of children with and without an immigration
background sometimes go in the opposite direction to gaps in assessments.
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Introduction

The jurisdictions participating in IELS 2025 vary markedly in their economic development, demographic
profiles and social protection systems, resulting in differences in the levels of resources and opportunities
that public policies can provide to support young children and families (see Annex A). However, most of
the variation in five-year-olds’ early learning and development outcomes lies within rather than between
jurisdictions (see Chapter 3). This highlights the importance of children’s individual and family
characteristics in shaping the distribution of outcomes across child populations.

This chapter describes how variation in children’s early learning and development differs according to
gender, socio-economic status, and immigration and language backgrounds. The chapter considers these
factors as central components of children’s social identities (i.e. who children are), while subsequent
chapters examine the influences of home environments (i.e. what parents do) (Chapter 5) and early
education and care services (i.e. what early education systems do) (Chapter 6).

In this chapter, socio-demographic gaps in early learning and development outcomes are examined
through an equity lens. To a significant extent, these gaps are socially conditioned rather than naturally
occurring (as, for instance, age-related gaps) and can therefore represent important policy targets. By
adopting an equity lens, IELS views early skill development and the distribution of early learning and
development outcomes as shaped by social contexts and influenced by “circumstances” that children
themselves cannot control, for example, their gender, socio-economic status, race or ethnicity, immigrant
background, family structure or place of residence. From this perspective, more equitable early years
systems are those that succeed in reducing the influence and minimising any adverse impact of these
circumstances on children’s early learning and development.

Gender gaps in early learning and development

Gender is an important dimension for understanding children’s early learning and development.
Nonetheless, the relationship between a child’s gender and their early skills is neither univocal nor
biologically determined. The size and direction of gender differences in skills can change as children grow
older, since the relationship is moderated by other factors, chiefly the social environments in which children
live (Etchell et al., 20181)) (Eliot et al., 20212)).

Research suggests that gender-related differences exist in the pace of skill development in early childhood
with female children having, on average, stronger early language and communication abilities, as well as
an advantage in social and emotional skills, compared to male children, whereas the direction of gaps in
motor skills development often vary between fine (in favour of girls) and gross (in favour of boys) (Eriksson
et al.,, 2011;3) (Rinaldi et al., 2021y4) (Bando et al., 20245)). Yet, while maturational differences between
male and female children can drive gaps in their early skill development, the magnitude of these gaps
changes across social and cultural contexts, which indicates that other factors are also at play.

Gender-differentiated parenting is another potential influence on gender gaps in early learning and
development. The time and activities that mothers and fathers engage in with their children can vary
depending on the gender of the child; at the same time, children’s gender-differentiated behaviours can
induce parents to treat boys and girls differently, with either of these channels resulting in varying types of
interactions, including differential vocalisation, displays of affect, play or compliance (Raley and Bianchi,
20066)) (Morawska, 2020i7). For instance, the fact that girls and boys reach pretend-play milestones at
different times and exhibit differential development in fine and gross motor skills is likely to reflect socio-
cultural expectations and practices about how each gender is encouraged to play (Ertem et al., 2018g))
(Dinkel and Snyder, 2020yg)).
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In IELS 2025, the even gender distribution of all jurisdictions’ samples allows robust comparisons regarding
the skills development of boys and girls by age 5 (Table B.4.1).

Associations between gender and children’s early learning and development outcomes

Girls outperform boys across the three dimensions of early learning and development measured in IELS
2025, with differences being most pronounced in social and emotional development and least visible in
foundational learning (Figure 4.1). On average across jurisdictions, girls’ scores are between 20 and 31
points higher than boys’ scores in emotion identification, emotional attribution, pro-social behaviour and
non-disruptive behaviour, and 14 points higher in trust. Compared across jurisdictions, gaps in this
dimension tend to be largest among children in England (United Kingdom) and smallest among children in
Baku and Sumgait (Azerbaijan). In other jurisdictions, their size varies inconsistently across domains.

Both the prevalence and magnitude of gender gaps are smaller in executive function. Across the three
domains in this dimension, the average gap in favour of girls is about 10 points across jurisdictions;
however, in both inhibition and working memory, the differences between girls’ and boys’ scores are not
statistically significant in half or more of the jurisdictions. Gender gaps in executive function domains are
largest among children in Korea and the United Arab Emirates.

In foundational learning domains, statistically significant gaps in emergent literacy are only visible among
children in the Netherlands, Ceara, Para and Sao Paulo (Brazil) and the United Arab Emirates, with a size
of around 10 points, and in England (United Kingdom), where the gap reaches 18 points. Emergent
numeracy is the domain in which five-year-old girls and boys have the most similar scores, with significant
differences observed only among children in the United Arab Emirates (in favour of girls) and in Korea (in
favour of boys).

It is also important to examine gender gaps at the extremes of the performance distribution because the
average spread of scores is greater among boys than girls in most of the early learning and development
domains assessed in IELS. This can be done by comparing the average scores in the lowest- and highest-
performing 10% of girls and boys within each jurisdiction. This comparison shows that gender gaps, always
in favour of girls, are generally larger among children with the weakest performance in the IELS
assessments. This pattern holds among children in many jurisdictions in the social and emotional
development domains of emotion identification and emotional attribution; in the two foundational learning
domains of emergent literacy and numeracy; and in the executive function domains of working memory
and mental flexibility, and more commonly in the jurisdictions where the average gender gaps are larger.
By contrast, across all three dimensions, differences between the highest-performing girls and boys tend
to be smaller and less often statistically significant than gaps for those with an average performance
(Tables B.4.2, B.4.3 and B.4.4).
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Figure 4.1. Gender gaps in early learning and development outcomes

Score-point differences between girls and boys in mean scores of foundational learning, executive function, and
social and emotional development domains
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Note: *Estimates for Brazil correspond to the average across the three participating states. Gaps calculated as girls’ mean scores minus boys’
mean scores. Solid triangles indicate statistically significant differences. For more information, the IELS 2025 Technical Report (OECD, 202610)).
Jurisdictions are ranked in ascending order of the size of the gap for each domain.

Source: OECD, IELS 2025 Database, Tables B.4.2, B.4.3 and B.4.4.

Parent and ECEC teacher perspectives on the skills of five-year-old girls and boys

Differences in the perceptions of parents and teachers about the skills of male and female 5-year-olds
align with the gender gaps observed in their assessment scores (Table 4.1). Across all the jurisdictions in
IELS 2025, significant gender differences emerge in parent and ECEC teacher ratings of children’s
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cognitive and motor skills as well as social and emotional skills: in general, both parents and ECEC
teachers perceive girls as having stronger skills than boys. However, differences between boys and girls
in the scale of global capabilities (from teachers only) are smaller and not statistically significant in Baku
and Sumgait (Azerbaijan), England (United Kingdom), Korea, Malta and the Netherlands. Overall, results
suggest a high degree of consistency between the gender gaps observed in children’s assessments and
parents’ and teachers’ reports about children’s skills.

Table 4.1. Gender gaps in parent and teacher perceptions of children’s skills

Tests of statistically significant differences in indices of parent and ECEC staff perspectives between girls and boys

Parent perspective Teacher perspective .
i - ” - Consistency
Jurisdiction Cognitive SO(?IO- Cognitive Soglo- Glo!alall with gaps in
and motor emotional and motor emotional capabilities assessments
skills index skills index skills index skills index index
Baku, Sumgait (Azerbaijan) Intermediate
Ceara, Para, Sdo Paulo (Brazil)* High
England (United Kingdom) High
Flemish Community (Belgium) High
Korea High
Malta Intermediate
Netherlands High
United Arab Emirates High
IELS 2025 average High
Regional results
Abu Dhabi (United Arab Emirates)** High

Note: OECD members are listed in black font. Partner countries/economies are listed in blue font. Sub-national jurisdictions are listed in italics.
*Estimates for Brazil correspond to the average across the three participating states. **IELS Adjudicated Region. Blue (grey) shading indicates
that girls are perceived as having stronger (weaker) skills than boys. White shading indicates a lack of statistically significant differences. Results
based on parent and ECEC staff contextual indices. For more information, see the IELS 2025 Technical Report (OECD, 2026y107). Consistency
ratings based on the number of indices where differences show the same sign as differences in assessments. Jurisdictions are ranked in
alphabetical order.

Source: OECD, [ELS 2025 Database, Table B.4.5.

Socio-economic gaps in early learning and development

Socio-economic status is a concept widely used in social and educational research to capture an
individual's access to family resources (i.e. economic, social and cultural forms of capital) and the relative
social and economic position of an individual or household (Cowan et al., 2012[11]) (Avvisati, 2020;12)).
Families’ socio-economic status strongly influences children’s health, cognitive and socio-emotional
development from before birth into adulthood, through a range of mechanisms that include differences in
time and material investments, parenting practices, and stress exposure (Bradley and Corwyn, 200213))
(Duncan, Magnuson and Votruba-Drzal, 2015}14)).

In IELS, a child’s socio-economic background is measured by an index combining information about their
parents’ highest levels of education and occupational status and about the household’s income, all
collected through the Parent questionnaire. This report relies on the IELS index of socio-economic status
derived from Iltem Response Theory (IRT) (see the Reader’s guide and the IELS 2025 Technical Report
(OECD, 2026y10})). The index enables comparisons between children with different socio-economic profiles.
In this report, five-year-olds are considered socio-economically advantaged if they are among the 25% of
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children with the highest values on the index in their jurisdiction, and socio-economically disadvantaged if
they are among the 25% with the lowest values.

While the index is centred within each jurisdiction to a mean of zero, its standard deviation can vary and
serve as a proxy of the variation in children’s socio-economic conditions within each of the IELS 2025
national samples. According to this measure, the extent of variation in socio-economic status is largest
among children in England (United Kingdom), the Flemish Community (Belgium) and Malta, and lowest
among children in Korea (Table B.4.1).

Associations between socio-economic background and children’s early learning and
development outcomes

In IELS 2025, children’s socio-economic background accounts for a small but non-negligible share of the
variation in their early learning and development outcomes. This system-level socio-economic gradient is
more pronounced in the foundational learning dimension, accounting for 7% of the variation in emergent
literacy and 9% of the variation in emergent numeracy scores, on average across jurisdictions. This
association is strongest in England (United Kingdom), the Flemish Community (Belgium) and the
Netherlands and lowest in Baku and Sumgait (Azerbaijan) and the United Arab Emirates. In the executive
function and social and emotional development dimensions, however, children’s socio-economic
background accounts for a more modest share of the variation in outcomes: below 5% in any of the
corresponding domains (Tables B.4.6, B.4.7 and B.4.8).

Another relevant equity indicator is the size of the gaps in outcomes between socio-economically
advantaged and disadvantaged children within each jurisdiction. Across dimensions of early learning and
development, these gaps consistently favour five-year-olds from families with a high socio-economic status
(Figure 4.2). IELS 2025 provides unequivocal evidence that differences in children’s learning and
development related to socio-economic inequalities are already visible and sizeable by age 5.

Socio-economic gaps are most substantial in foundational learning domains. On average across
jurisdictions, socio-economically advantaged children score 61 and 67 points above disadvantaged peers
in the emergent literacy and emergent numeracy domains, respectively. These differences are smaller
among children in Ceara, Para and S&o Paulo (Brazil), and Korea, and larger among children in England
(United Kingdom) and the Flemish Community (Belgium). The case of Korea shows that a strong average
performance in this dimension is compatible with comparatively small socio-economic gaps.

In the social and emotional development dimension, socio-economic gaps are also smaller than in
foundational learning, although relatively large in emotional identification (43 points) compared to the trust,
and non-disruptive behaviour domains (in both cases, below 20 score points), on average across
jurisdictions. The differences in social and emotional development domains associated with families’ socio-
economic position are also generally smaller among children in Baku and Sumgait (Azerbaijan), Ceara,
Para and Sao Paulo (Brazil) and Korea, and larger among children in the Flemish Community (Belgium).

Overall, the magnitude of socio-economic gaps in early learning and development across jurisdictions
mirrors the degree of variation in children’s socio-economic circumstances, as captured by the standard
deviation of the IELS index of socio-economic status (Table B.4.1).
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Score-point differences in foundational learning, executive function, and social and emotional development domains
between socio-economically advantaged and disadvantaged children
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Note: *Estimates for Brazil correspond to the average across the three participating states. Gaps calculated as mean scores of socio-
economically advantaged children minus mean scores of socio-economically disadvantaged children. Advantaged and disadvantaged children
are those in the top and bottom quarters, respectively, of the distribution of the IELS index of socio-economic status (SES) within their jurisdiction.
Solid triangles indicate statistically significant differences. For more information, see the IELS 2025 Technical Report (OECD, 2026y10)).
Jurisdictions are ranked in ascending order of the size of the gap for each domain.
Source: OECD, IELS 2025 Database, Tables B.4.6, B.4.7 and B.4.8.

Socio-economic gaps tend to be smaller in executive function domains. On average across jurisdictions,
differences in scores between socio-economically advantaged and disadvantaged children amount to 46
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points in working memory, 37 points in mental flexibility, and 14 points in inhibition, the domain in which
these gaps are smallest across the 10 outcomes assessed by IELS.

Parent and ECEC teacher perspectives about the skills of five-year-olds from different
socio-economic backgrounds

The perceptions held by parents and ECEC teachers about children’s skills are systematically associated
with their socio-economic backgrounds. Across all the jurisdictions in IELS 2025, socio-economically
advantaged children are perceived to have stronger skills than disadvantaged peers as measured by
significant differences in the cognitive and motor skills, social and emotional skills and global capabilities
indices based on adults’ reports (Table 4.2). While parental perceptions can be heavily conditioned by the
socio-economic position they share with their own children, this result holds also for ECEC teachers, who
generally encounter children from more diverse socio-economic backgrounds as part of their work in ECEC
settings. Overall, the results also suggest a strong consistency between children’s assessments and
parents’ and teachers’ perspectives regarding differences in the skills of five-year-olds from different socio-
economic backgrounds.

Table 4.2. Socio-economic gaps in parent and teacher perceptions of children’s skills

Tests of statistically significant differences in indices of parent and ECEC staff perspectives between advantaged
and disadvantaged children

Parent perspective Teacher perspective .
> . "> . Consistency
Jurisdiction Cognitive Socio- Cognitive Socio- Global with gaps in
and motor emotional and motor emotional capabilities assessments
skills index skills index skills index skills index index
Baku, Sumagait (Azerbaijan) High
Ceara, Para, Séo Paulo (Brazil)* High
England (United Kingdom) High
Flemish Community (Belgium) High
Korea High
Malta High
Netherlands High
United Arab Emirates High
IELS 2025 average High
Regional results
Abu Dhabi (United Arab Emirates)** High

Note: OECD members are listed in black font. Partner countries/economies are listed in blue font. Sub-national jurisdictions are listed in italics.
*Estimates for Brazil correspond to the average across the three participating states. **IELS Adjudicated Region. Blue (grey) shading indicates
that socio-economically advantaged children are perceived as having stronger (weaker) skills than socio-economically disadvantaged children.
White shading indicates a lack of statistically significant differences. Results based on parent and ECEC staff contextual indices. For more
information, see the IELS 2025 Technical Report (OECD, 202610). Consistency ratings based on the number of indices where differences show
the same sign as differences in assessments. Jurisdictions are ranked in alphabetical order.

Source: OECD, IELS 2025 Database, Table B.4.9.

A focus on developmentally resilient five-year-olds

In alignment with other OECD studies, IELS defines developmentally resilient children as those from low
socio-economic backgrounds (i.e. in the bottom quarter of the distribution of the index of socio-economic
status within their jurisdiction) who nevertheless achieve strong early learning and development outcomes
(i.e. whose scores are in the top quarter of the distribution of a domain within their jurisdiction). Given the
strong association between socio-economic status and early learning and development, these children are
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considered developmentally resilient because they achieve better outcomes in IELS than would be
predicted by the relatively unfavourable socio-economic conditions in which they grow up. Within
jurisdictions, the percentage of resilient children is another indicator of the extent to which early learning
and development are associated with socio-economic status: higher levels of resilience among
disadvantaged children can be interpreted as a sign of a weaker relationship between children’s
circumstances and outcomes. The indicator is also related to the degree of variation in socio-economic
conditions within jurisdictions, as captured by the IELS index of socio-economic status.

Figure 4.3. Developmentally resilient five-year-olds

Percentage of socio-economically disadvantaged children in the top quarter of the performance distribution in
foundational learning, executive function and social and emotional development domains in their jurisdiction
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Note: *Estimates for Brazil correspond to the average across the three participating states. Developmentally resilient children are those in the
bottom quarter of the distribution of the IELS index of socio-economic status (SES) within their jurisdiction, and whose scores are in the top
quarter of a domain of assessment within their jurisdiction. For more information, see the IELS 2025 Technical Report (OECD, 2026y1q).
Jurisdictions are ranked in ascending order of the percentage of developmentally resilient children in each domain.

Source: OECD, IELS 2025 Database, Tables B.4.6, B.4.7 and B.4.8.
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Figure 4.3 shows the percentage of developmentally resilient disadvantaged 5-year-olds in each of the 10
domains of assessment in IELS 2025. In the foundational learning dimension, and on average across
jurisdictions, around 15% of socio-economically disadvantaged children perform strongly in emergent
literacy and emergent numeracy, with variation of close to five percentage points between the jurisdictions
with the highest and lowest shares. In both the executive function and social and emotional dimensions,
the percentage of resilient disadvantaged children ranges between 15% to 22% across domains.
Reflecting the generally smaller social-economic gaps in scores observed in these jurisdictions,
developmental resilience tends to be higher among disadvantaged 5-year-olds in Korea, Malta, Baku and
Sumgait (Azerbaijan) and Ceara, Para and Sao Paulo (Brazil).

Migration and language gaps in early learning and development

Rising international migration is reshaping the makeup of populations worldwide. In 2020, the global
number of international migrants reached 281 million, including 36 million children (UNICEF, 2025}15)). By
2022, 145 million people living in OECD countries were born abroad, an increase of 25% over a decade,
representing more than 10% of the population in two-thirds of these countries (OECD, 202316)). Meanwhile,
between 2010 and 2024, the global number of children displaced due to conflict and violence nearly tripled,
rising from approximately 17.0 million to 48.8 million (UNICEF, 202517) .

These trends are also visible in the composition of child populations participating in ECEC. Data from
TALIS Starting Strong 2024 show that children with an immigration background represent more than 10%
of the children attending over one quarter of pre-primary settings in 11 out of 15 participating entities. In
the Flemish Community (Belgium), immigrant children accounted for over 50% of the children in 1 out of 6
settings (OECD, 2025(1g)).

Young children with an immigration background often face a range of structural, linguistic, and
socio-cultural disadvantages that can shape their early educational experiences and long-term
developmental outcomes. Immigrant children are less likely to access high-quality early childhood
programs due to barriers such as limited programme availability, insufficient bilingual or culturally
responsive services, and a lack of institutional outreach tailored to their families, limiting children’s access
to early learning and development opportunities (Karoly and Gonzalez, 201119)). Research shows that
immigration-related gaps in later educational outcomes are often rooted in skills gaps in the early years
(Washbrook et al., 2012207) (Becker and Klein, 202121)).

However, within most countries, immigrants tend to be a highly diverse, rather than uniform, population
group. Children with an immigration background vary with regard to their countries of origin, cultural and
linguistic traditions, socio-economic circumstances, and the amount of time they have spent in the host
country. Intersecting social identities means these children can face a double disadvantage if they are
more likely than peers without an immigration background to also experience socio-economic hardship,
compounding the effects of cultural and social barriers (Kruzik et al., 202322)). In some cases, though,
children with an immigration background come from relatively affluent and educated families. That is why
accounting for socio-economic status is critical in examining the relationship between an immigration
background and children’s outcomes.

Increasing multilingualism in child populations is one of the major consequences of international migration
flows. In some countries, this overlaps with the presence of multiple official languages rooted in
longstanding historical and cultural traditions. A limited familiarity with the language used in early education
settings can follow for both children with an immigrant background — especially those having arrived
recently — and children from local cultural communities where other languages are predominantly spoken.

BUILDING STRONG FOUNDATIONS FOR LIFE © OECD 2026



| 71

Given the centrality of language for early learning and development, multilingualism in the early years
represents an important consideration for equity. Opportunities for early language development can differ
between monolingual and multilingual children, depending partly on how much they are exposed to the
majority language in their home environments (Lauro, Core and Hoff, 2020y23)) (Persici et al., 2022/24)). In
a shift from deficit- to strength-based approaches to diversity, research increasingly highlights how
multilingual children can flexibly draw on their full linguistic repertoire to respond to social and cognitive
demands (Bonacina-Pugh, da Costa Cabral and Huang, 202125)).

Overall, minimising any potentially adverse impact of children’s immigration or diverse language
backgrounds on their early learning and development outcomes is central to promoting equity in the early
years and a way of enhancing social cohesion in host communities.

Children with an immigration background and with a different home language

In IELS 2025, children with an immigration background are defined as children having two parents born
outside the jurisdiction in which the child participated in IELS (or one parent, in the case where information
about only one parent was provided). Among children with an immigration background, a further distinction
can be made between first- and second-generation migration, depending on whether only the parents or
both the parents and the child were born outside the IELS jurisdiction. Further, children are considered to
have a different home language if they primarily speak at home a language other than the language of
assessment in IELS. In each participating jurisdiction, the language of assessment was the language of
the ECEC centre/school that the child attends.

Figure 4.4 shows substantial variation across jurisdictions in the shares of children with an immigration
background and children with another home language in IELS 2025. At one extreme, almost 60% of the
participating children in the United Arab Emirates come from families with international origins, with more
than half being first-generation. Other jurisdictions with notably diverse child populations are England
(United Kingdom) and the Flemish Community (Belgium), where about one in four and one in five children,
respectively, have an immigration background. In both jurisdictions, the majority of these children are
second-generation migrants. The most homogeneous child populations in IELS 2025 are those of Korea,
Ceara, Para and Sdo Paulo (Brazil) and Baku and Sumgait (Azerbaijan), where less than 3% of
participating five-year-olds have an immigration background.

Similarly, the prevalence of multilingualism among children in IELS 2025 varies widely across jurisdictions.
Itis highest in Malta and the United Arab Emirates, where 57% and 31% of children, respectively, primarily
speak a language other than the language in which they were assessed in IELS at home. By contrast, in
Korea and Ceara, Para and Sao Paulo (Brazil) virtually all children speak the same language in their homes
and their ECEC centres (Figure 4.4). On average across jurisdictions, more than one in four children have
two parents whose first language differs from the language of assessment in IELS 2025. In each
jurisdiction, this percentage is higher than that of children speaking primarily another language at home, a
result that may be explained by the presence of siblings or the adoption, by these children, of the language
used in their ECEC centres/schools (Table B.4.1).

Associations between immigration background and children’s early learning and
development outcomes

Across jurisdictions, gaps between children with and without an immigration background in the early
learning and development outcomes included in IELS 2025 are small compared to other equity gaps,
particularly after taking into account children’s socio-economic status and home language. Differences in
outcomes by immigration background are larger and more often statistically significant in foundational
learning domains, but rare in the executive function and social and emotional development dimensions
(Figure 4.5).
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In foundational learning, on average across jurisdictions, the mean scores in emergent literacy and
emergent numeracy of children with an immigration background are 37 points and 15 points lower,
respectively, than those of children without such a background. Once children’s socio-economic and
linguistic backgrounds are controlled for, the average adjusted mean difference decreases to 24 points in
emergent literacy and disappears in emergent numeracy. These gaps are largest among children in the
Flemish Community (Belgium), the Netherlands and England (United Kingdom). In opposition to the
general pattern, gaps in emergent numeracy are in favour of children with international origins in Malta and
the United Arab Emirates.

In executive function domains, only raw comparisons show differences between five-years-olds with and
without an immigration background; these gaps disappear in virtually all cases after other child
characteristics are taken into account. In social and emotional development domains, gaps persist in
emotion identification and pro-social behaviour but only in a small number of jurisdictions.

Figure 4.4. Children with an immigration background and children with another home language

Percentage of children with a first- and second-generation immigration background, and percentage of children who
primarily speak at home a language other than the language of assessment

B First generation B Second generation

45T 56.8 172 10.5 313

Note: *Estimates for Brazil correspond to the average across the three participating states. First-generation immigration background refers to
children born outside their IELS jurisdiction; second-generation immigration background refers to children born in their IELS jurisdiction whose
parents were born abroad. Home language refers to the language primarily spoken at home by the child. The percentage of children speaking
primarily a language other than the language of assessment appears above jurisdictions’ names. For more information, see the IELS 2025
Technical Report (OECD, 2026y10)). Jurisdictions are ranked in ascending order of the percentage of first-generation immigrant children.
Source: OECD, IELS 2025 Database, Table B.4.1.
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Score-point differences in foundational learning, executive function, and social and emotional development domains

between children with and without an immigration background, before and after accounting for socio-economic

status and home language
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Note: Ceara, Para and S&o Paulo (Brazil) excluded due to the small share of children with an immigration background. Gaps calculated as mean
scores of children with an immigration background minus mean scores of children without such background. An immigration background refers
to having two parents born outside the jurisdiction in which the child participated in IELS. Children’s socio-economic background as measured
by the IELS index of socio-economic status (SES). Home language refers to the language primarily spoken at home by the child. Solid triangles
indicate statistically significant differences. For more information, see the IELS 2025 Technical Report (OECD, 20261q)). Jurisdictions are ranked
in ascending order of the size of the gap for each domain.
Source: OECD, IELS 2025 Database, Tables B.4.10, B.4.11 and B.4.12.
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Parent and ECEC teacher perspectives about the skills of five-year-olds with and without an
immigration background

Contrary to results for gender and socio-economic status, the perceptions of adults concerning the relative
level of skills of children with and without an immigration background show are not always aligned with the
gaps in IELS 2025 assessments (Table 4.3). When parental views on their children’s skills are compared,
non-immigrant children tend to be perceived as having stronger skills than children with an immigration
background in most of the jurisdictions with sizeable shares of immigrant children, while the opposite holds
in the United Arab Emirates. Parental perceptions are therefore broadly consistent with actual gaps in
assessment. However, when this comparison is made based on the views of ECEC teachers, children with
an immigration background are generally perceived to have stronger skills than non-migrant children in
several jurisdictions, including England (United Kingdom), the Flemish Community (Belgium) and the
Netherlands. This is a noteworthy result given that, in these jurisdictions, children with an immigration
background tend to have lower scores in several early learning and development domains. This result
does not necessarily mean that teachers do not accurately assess the skills of five-year-olds in their ECEC
centres/schools. Instead, teachers, who see the learning and developmental progressions of both groups
of children, may contextualise their outcomes in relation to children’s immigration status in different ways
than parents. For both parents and ECEC staff, differences in perceptions remain largely similar after
accounting for children’s socio-economic status and home language.

Table 4.3. Gaps by immigration background in parent and teacher perceptions of children’s skills

Tests of statistically significant differences in indices of parent and ECEC staff perspectives between children with
and without an immigration background, after accounting for socio-economic status and home language

Parent perspective Teacher perspective .
s Cognitive Socio- Cognitive Socio- Global Cc.>n5|stenc.:y
Jurisdiction : ; e with gaps in
and motor emotional and motor emotional capabilities assessments
skills index skills index skills index skills index index
Baku, Sumgait (Azerbaijan) High
England (United Kingdom) Intermediate
Flemish Community (Belgium) Intermediate
Korea Intermediate
Malta Intermediate
Netherlands Intermediate
United Arab Emirates Intermediate
IELS 2025 average Intermediate
Regional results
Abu Dhabi (United Arab Emirates)™* Intermediate

Note: OECD members are listed in black font. Partner countries/economies are listed in blue font. Sub-national jurisdictions are listed in italics.
Ceara, Para and S&o Paulo (Brazil) excluded due to small sample sizes. **IELS Adjudicated Region. Blue (grey) shading indicates that children
without an immigration background are perceived as having stronger (weaker) skills than children with an immigration background. White
shading indicates a lack of statistically significant differences. Results based on parent and ECEC staff contextual indices. For more information,
see the IELS 2025 Technical Report (OECD, 2026y107). Consistency ratings based on the number of indices where differences show the same
sign as differences in assessments. Jurisdictions are ranked in alphabetical order.

Source: OECD, IELS 2025 Database, Table B.4.13.
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Figure 4.6. Differences in early learning and development outcomes, by language spoken at home

Score-point differences in foundational learning, executive function, and social and emotional development domains
between children who primarily speak the language of assessment at home and children who primarily speak
another language, before and after accounting for socio-economic status

Score-point difference
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background as measured by the IELS index of socio-economic status (SES). Home language refers to the language primarily spoken at home
by the child. Differences calculated as mean scores of children speaking primarily another language at home minus mean scores of children
speaking primarily the language of assessment at home. Solid triangles indicate statistically significant differences. For more information, see
the IELS 2025 Technical Report (OECD, 202610)). Jurisdictions are ranked in ascending order of the size of the gap for each domain.
Source: OECD, IELS 2025 Database, Tables B.4.14, B.4.15 and B.4.16.
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Associations between home language and children’s early learning and development
outcomes

On average across jurisdictions, the mean scores of children whose primary language at home is different
from the language of assessment in IELS 2025 only differ from those of children speaking the same
language in the foundational learning domains of emergent literacy and emergent numeracy, and in the
social and emotional development domain of emotion identification; in these cases, the score differences
range between 13 and 30 points, after accounting for children’s socio-economic status (Figure 4.6).
However, few statistically significant differences are observed between the two groups across the
remaining domains of assessment. Gaps in favour of children with a different home language are observed
only among children in Baku and Sumgait (Azerbaijan) and Malta in some domains, for instance mental
flexibility. Unsurprisingly, gaps by home language tend to be largest in emergent literacy, with a 48 point
or larger advantage in favour of children speaking the same language at home and in their ECEC centre
among children in England (United Kingdom), the Flemish Community (Belgium), and the Netherlands.

Table 4.4. Equity gaps in early learning and development: Chapter 4 figures

Figure Title
Figure 4.1 Gender gaps in early learning and development outcomes
Figure 4.2 Socio-economic gaps in early learning and development outcomes
Figure 4.3 Developmentally resilient five-year-olds
Figure 4.4 Children with an immigration background and children with another home language
Figure 4.5 Gaps in early learning and development outcomes by immigration background
Figure 4.6 Differences in early learning and development outcomes, by language spoken at home
StatLink Sa=r https:/stat.link/u29hpi
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5 Home environments and
children’s early learning and
development

This chapter discusses associations between home environments and
children’s early learning and development outcomes. It first explores
parental levels of education and household structure as indirect influences
on children’s outcomes. The chapter then examines the frequency and
nature of parent-child activities, with a focus on reading and digital
practices, as well as parents’ engagement in the child’s ECEC
centre/school, as more direct influences on children’s outcomes.
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Key findings

e In half of the jurisdictions participating in IELS 2025, five-year-olds most commonly have
mothers who have completed tertiary education. In the other half, the modal highest educational
attainment of mothers is upper secondary or post-secondary, non-tertiary education.

e On average across jurisdictions, children whose mothers have tertiary education have higher
scores across early learning and development domains than children whose mothers have
lower levels of education. Differences are largest and most consistent in the foundational
learning domains of emergent literacy and emergent numeracy — around 30 score-points on
average, in each case — but are also sizable in most social and emotional development
domains. Conversely, children whose mothers had at most completed lower secondary
education have significantly lower scores than children whose mothers have intermediate levels
of education in eight out of ten assessment domains.

e |ELS provides information on both material (e.g. children’s books) and process-related (e.qg.
parent-child activities) aspects of the home learning environments of five-year-olds. There is a
marked socio-economic gradient in these home environments: children in advantaged families
have access to more resources and parents who engage more frequently with them in activities
with an explicit developmental focus than children in disadvantaged families.

e The activities that parents do with their children matter for their early learning and development
in addition to parents’ own characteristics. After accounting for socio-economic status, children
whose parents engage more frequently in activities with a developmental focus — as captured
by the IELS home learning environment index — have higher scores in the foundational learning
domains of emergent literacy and emergent numeracy, and in the social and emotional
development domains of trust and pro-social behaviour, on average. Supporting families in
providing caring, stimulation-rich home environments can promote children’s outcomes.

e On average, 54% of parents read to their child every other day or more often, but this varies
greatly between jurisdictions. This activity is also more frequent among socio-economically
advantaged families. For five-year-olds, a high frequency of shared parent-child reading is
associated with higher scores in emergent literacy and emergent numeracy.

o Almost half of the five-year-olds in the study use a digital device every day, on average across
jurisdictions, with higher shares among children in socio-economically disadvantaged families.
Associations between children’s scores in early learning and development domains and the
frequency of both children’s use of digital devices and parent-child joint digital educational
activities are weak and most often non-significant.

e On average, 43% of five-year-olds in IELS 2025 have parents who are strongly involved in
activities at their early childhood education and care (ECEC) centres/schools; this involvement
is consistently higher in socio-economically advantaged families. Children whose parents are
strongly involved in their ECEC centres/schools have higher scores than peers with less
involved parents in many domains of assessment, particularly in the social and emotional
development dimension. This relationship holds after accounting for socio-economic status,
suggesting that strengthening family-school connectedness in the early years benefits all
children.

BUILDING STRONG FOUNDATIONS FOR LIFE © OECD 2026



| 81

Introduction

Young children’s family contexts critically influence their early learning and development trajectories. The
environments in which children grow up afford different opportunities depending on the material, time, and
cultural resources that families can mobilise. Before other social institutions start to play a role in children’s
lives, it is within the family that disparities in early cognitive and social and emotional development begin
to emerge, starting from infancy.

Family contexts are central to ecological models of human development as well as to perspectives on the
inter-generational transmission of educational success (Bronfenbrenner, 1986(1;) (Feinstein, Duckworth
and Sabates, 2008(2). These frameworks distinguish layered influences that link families’ characteristics
and children’s outcomes. More indirect or distal influencing factors pertain to the family’s broader
demographic and socio-economic environment, whereas more direct or proximal factors concern children’s
immediate lived experiences and interactions with parents or other family members. Parents’ values and
beliefs mediate between these two layers. IELS collects information on both general background variables,
which exert indirect influences on children’s outcomes, and process-related variables, which exert direct
influences.

This chapter describes associations between home environments and children’s early learning and
development outcomes in IELS 2025. The chapter first examines parental levels of education and
household structure as distal factors shaping children’s outcomes. It then looks at a range of activities that
parents undertake with their child, as well as their levels of engagement in the child’s early childhood
education and care (ECEC) centre or school, as more proximal processes affecting outcomes”. These
analyses provide a more in-depth examination of the factors behind socio-economic gaps in children’s
outcomes, given the strong influence that families’ socio-economic status exerts on home learning
environments.

Parental levels of education and household structure

Parental levels of education shape children’s outcomes through a variety of channels. Longer and more
complex schooling experiences can provide parents with a better understanding of the environmental
factors that contribute to children‘s development and enhanced skills to provide these positive inputs. This
includes, for instance, a better grasp of the dynamics of child development and parents‘ own linguistic and
mathematical abilities, as well as confidence in their own parenting skills (Feinstein, Duckworth and
Sabates, 20082)).

Household composition can also exercise an influence on children’s early learning and development. This
can be expected when changes in family structure (e.g. a transition from a two-parent household to another
living arrangement) create instability and stress for children, including through reduced resources or lower-
quality interactions with other family members. However, particularly in the context of an increasing
diversity of family structures, a wide range of factors mediate the relationships between household
composition and children’s outcomes and well-being, and changes in family structure need not be
detrimental for children (Hadfield et al., 20183)) (Vowels et al., 20234)).

Education and demographic profiles of IELS 2025 families

The children who took part in IELS 2025 are growing up in diverse family contexts, consistent with the
contextual socio-demographic indicators of participating jurisdictions (Table B.5.1and Annex A). At the time
of data collection in 2025, on average across jurisdictions, 94% of the five-year-olds were living with two
parents, while up to 16% of children in Ceara, Para and Sao Paulo (Brazil) and 9% of children in England
(United Kingdom) lived in single-parent households (Table B.5.1). Across jurisdictions, five-year-olds most
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often had one sibling, and the average number of siblings living in the home was lower in Malta and Korea,
and larger in the United Arab Emirates.

On average, almost two-thirds of the mothers of the five-year-olds in IELS 2025 were in their thirties. In
the majority of jurisdictions, mothers most frequently were between 35 and 39 years of age, with also close
to a third of mothers in the United Arab Emirates, the Flemish Community (Belgium) and Baku and Sumgait
(Azerbaijan) aged 30 to 35 years and over a third of mothers in Ceara, Para and Sao Paulo (Brazil) being
below age 30 in 2025. Korea has the largest share of mothers aged 40 or older (46%) (Table B.5.1).

In terms of parental levels of education, children in the United Arab Emirates, the Flemish Community
(Belgium), England (United Kingdom), Korea and Malta most commonly had mothers who had completed
a tertiary education degree (a bachelor's or master's degree, a doctorate, or equivalent). In the
Netherlands, Baku and Sumgait (Azerbaijan) and Ceara, Para and Sdo Paulo (Brazil), a majority of children
had mothers whose highest level of attainment was either upper secondary education post-secondary,
non-tertiary education, or short-cycle tertiary education. On average across jurisdictions, these two levels
represent the highest educational attainment of over 80% of the mothers of the children in IELS 2025.
Lower levels of maternal education were less frequent, but over one in five children in England (United
Kingdom), Malta and Ceara, Para and Sao Paulo (Brazil) had mothers whose highest attainment was
either primary or lower secondary education International Standard. Classification of Education (ISCED)
levels 1 or 2). An almost identical pattern of educational attainments existed among children’s fathers
(Table B.5.1).

Associations between maternal level of education, living arrangements and
children’s outcomes

Given that, on average, mothers tend to spend more time and interact more actively with children than
fathers, in particular during the early years of their lives (Berghammer and Milkie, 2025(s)), the association
between parental education and children’s early learning and development outcomes in IELS 2025 is
examined through the lens of the mother’s rather than the father’s level of education (Figure 5.1).

On average across jurisdictions and compared to children whose mothers’ highest level of attainment is
upper secondary or post-secondary education, children whose mothers completed tertiary education have
higher scores in all ten domains of early learning and development assessed in IELS. Differences in scores
between these two groups of children are largest and most often statistically significant in the foundational
learning domains of emergent literacy and emergent numeracy — of 30 points on average, in each
case — but also clear in the executive function domain of mental flexibility and in all the social and emotional
development domains except trust. Across dimensions, gaps in favour of children of mothers with tertiary
education tend to be most pronounced among children in Ceara, Para and Sao Paulo (Brazil), the Flemish
Community (Belgium) and the United Arab Emirates.

Conversely, the scores of children whose mothers completed, at most, lower secondary education are
significantly below the scores of children whose mothers have intermediate levels of attainment in eight
out of the ten domains of assessment, on average across jurisdictions. This negative association is again
most consistent in the foundational learning domains, with the size of the gaps being largest among
children in the Netherlands and Korea, but weak across executive function and social and emotional
development domains.

Overall, these results are in line with the socio-economic gaps in children’s outcomes presented in Chapter
4. As expected, differences in scores by maternal level of education are smaller in magnitude that those
between children and the upper and lower quarters of the IELS index of socio-economic status, which also
captures the influence of income and parental occupational levels. At the same time, the results suggest
that the educational attainments of parents remain, in themselves, an independent and important predictor
of children’s early learning and development outcomes.
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Figure 5.1. Mother’s level of education and early learning and development outcomes

Score-point difference in foundational learning, executive function, and social and emotional development domains
associated with mothers having tertiary or below upper secondary education, compared to upper secondary or post-
secondary education
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Note: *Estimates for Brazil correspond to the average across the three participating states. Comparisons based on the highest level of formal
education completed by the child’s mother: tertiary education refers to ISCED levels 6, 7 and 8; upper secondary or post-secondary education
refers to ISCED levels 3 and 4/5; below upper secondary education refers to ISCED levels 2 and 1 or less. Differences calculated relative to the
mean scores of children whose mothers have intermediate levels of attainment (ISCED 3, 4 and 5). Solid triangles indicate statistically significant
differences. For more information, see the IELS 2025 Technical Report (OECD, 2026)). Jurisdictions are sorted in ascending order of the size
of the gap relative to children with tertiary educated mothers.

Source: OECD, IELS 2025 Database, Tables B.5.2, B.5.3 and B.5.4.
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By contrast, only minor and inconsistent differences exist across the ten domains of assessment between
the scores of children living with two parents and one parent only. Notably, the few gaps observed in some
jurisdictions tend to become non-statistically significant after accounting for the socio-economic status of
the family (Tables B.5.7, B.5.6 and B.5.7).

Home learning environments and early learning and development

An extensive literature documents that supportive home learning environments — understood as a set of
conditions within the family setting that encompass material resources (e.g. age-appropriate books and
educational toys), adult-child interactions with a developmental intent and woven into daily routines (e.g.
shared reading, play, rich conversations) and affect and belief systems (e.g. warmth, self-efficacy) — bear
positive associations with young children’s early literacy and numeracy and social and emotional skills
(Melhuish et al., 2008(7;) (Rose et al., 2017(g)) (Dong et al., 2020j9]) (James-Brabham et al., 2025(10)).

IELS 2025 collected information on home learning processes by asking parents about the weekly
frequency of engagement with their child in various types of activities with a developmental focus. These
include interactions such as reading to the child from a book, having conversations about the child’s
feelings, engaging in imaginative or pretend play, helping the child learn letters or numbers, doing digital
educational activities, or taking the child to a library or to special or extra-cost activities outside the home.
Parents indicated how often they do these activities, from “never” to “five to seven times” in a typical week.
The items in the IELS Parent questionnaire are derived from research on self-reported measures of home
learning environments (Niklas et al., 201611]) and adapted for young children (Melhuish et al., 20087;). The
activities can be seen to reflect proximal, process-related factors with the potential to directly influence
children’s early learning and development, while mediating the relationships between more distal factors,
such as parental levels of education or parenting values, and child outcomes.

Figure 5.2 shows the percentage of children whose parents engage in different interactions with a high
frequency, defined as “three or more days per week” for activities that can take place within the home and
unstructured outside activities, and as “once a week or more often” for organised activities outside the
home (for more disaggregated results, see Table B.5.8). On average across jurisdictions, back-and-forth
conversations about how children feel and why they feel that way are the most common of these
interactions, taking place at least three per week for 76% of children. However, being an activity that
requires little additional time or expense from adults, it is important to also note that nearly a quarter of
children in the study do not have this type of interaction with their parents on a regular basis. In the same
vein, other activities with light requirements such as storytelling or imaginative play, appear also to not be
part of the daily routines of more than half of the five-year-olds in IELS 2025. Meanwhile, on average
across jurisdictions between 40% and 56% of children have parents who engage with them three or more
times a week in activities with an explicit literacy or numeracy component (e.g. reading from a book, singing
songs or poems, playing with numbers) or involving motor development (e.g. physical activities outside).
As expected, organised activities involving other actors or settings are generally less common. On
average, only one in ten children in the study go to a library with a parent with a weekly frequency, but
more than half of the children participate in special activities outside the home (e.g. extra-curricular lessons,
sport clubs) at least once a week.

The rich information about these activities is combined into the IELS home learning environment index to
facilitate its aggregate analysis with increased reliability (see the IELS 2025 Technical Report (OECD,
20265)). The index can be seen as a summary measure of the frequency of parent-child interactions with
a deliberate educational or developmental purpose. Importantly, on average across jurisdictions the values
of the index are substantially higher among socio-economically advantaged families compared to
disadvantaged families (Table B.5.10). This is in line with research showing that parents with higher levels
of education, occupational status and income tend to spend more time with their children, especially at
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younger ages and often at the expense of their own leisure time, and engage more frequently in
stimulation-rich interactions with them (Monna and Gauthier, 2008(12;) (Dotti Sani and Treas, 201613)).

Figure 5.2. Frequency of parent-child activities with a developmental focus

Percentage of children whose parents report engaging in the following practices with them with varying frequency in
a typical week
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“Never”, “Less than once a week” and “1-2 days a week”. For the lower panel, it groups the three response categories with higher frequency,
compared to “Never” and “Less than once a week’. For more information, see the IELS 2025 Technical Report (OECD, 2026s)). Activities are
ranked by descending order of the frequency on average across jurisdictions.

Source: OECD, [ELS 2025 Database, Table B.5.8.

In IELS 2025, this socio-economic gradient in home learning environments is most pronounced in Baku
and Sumgait (Azerbaijan), Ceara, Para and Sao Paulo (Brazil), Korea and the United Arab Emirates. By
contrast, no or only marginal differences in the index exist between families in different socio-economic
groups in England (United Kingdom) and the Netherlands, a result that may be partially explained by the
low response rates to Parent questionnaires in these two jurisdictions (see Reader’s guide). Meanwhile,
the index values do not differ significantly between two-parent and single-parent households, except in

Korea and Malta (Table B.5.10).

Associations between the home learning environment and children’s outcomes

On average across jurisdictions, a one-standard deviation increase in the IELS home learning environment
index — which represents a higher frequency of parent-child activities with a developmental focus — is
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positively associated with children’s scores in several domains across the three dimensions of early
learning and development measured in IELS 2025 (Figure 5.3).
Figure 5.3. Home learning environment and children’s early learning and development outcomes

Score-point differences in foundational learning, executive function, and social and emotional development domains
associated with a one-standard deviation increase in the home learning environment index, before and after
accounting for socio-economic status
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Source: OECD, IELS 2025 Database, Tables B.5.11, B.5.12 and B.5.13.
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This general positive association is more consistent in the foundational learning domains of emergent
literacy and emergent numeracy, and in the social and emotional development domains of trust and pro-
social behaviour, where it translates into average increases of between 5 and 10 points in children’s scores,
after accounting for socio-economic status. In the executive function dimension, the association is also
positive and significant children’s scores in mental flexibility, but rarely in inhibition and working memory.
Itis also weak and non-significant in the domains of emotion identification and emotional attribution. Across
the many domains of early learning and development where the association with home learning
environments holds, increases in children’s scores tend to be larger in magnitude and more often
significant in Baku and Sumgait (Azerbaijan), England (United Kingdom) and Korea.

Notably, while generally attenuated when families’ socio-economic status is taken into account, the
association remains statistically significant in many participating jurisdictions in the five domains where the
average magnitude of the score increases is larger, which include both directly and indirectly assessed
domains. Given the differential pattern of engagement in activities with an educational or developmental
focus of parents in socio-economically advantaged and disadvantage families, this is a noteworthy finding
which indicates that what parents choose to do with their children (i.e. the concrete types of interactions
and processes) matter for their early learning and development in addition to their education, occupational
and income levels. This points to the benefits for children’s outcomes of supporting families to provide
caring and stimulation-rich home environments in which their children can thrive.

Further, an item-level analysis serves to examine which specific parent-child interactions are most strongly
associated with children’s outcomes, and how the role of individual activities varies across jurisdictions
(Table B.5.9). This can provide a more nuanced understanding of the different components of the home
learning environment and thereby insights to support meaningful interactions in different family contexts.
This analysis shows that item-level correlations with children’s scores are generally positive but weak (with
coefficients below .20). However, some activities stand out from this general pattern. On the one hand,
stronger positive correlations with children’s outcomes are observed for the weekly frequency with which
parents read to the child from a book and for the weekly frequency of special or extra-cost activities outside.
These associations, found also in the first cycle of IELS (OECD, 2020;141), are more pronounced in relation
to emergency literacy and emergent numeracy, two domains where correlations with the frequency of visits
to the library and the frequency of conversations about children’s feelings are also relatively higher than
for other activities. Shared reading and special or extra-cost activities have also larger positive correlations
than the rest of the activities with children’s scores in other domains, but weaker than with those in the
foundational learning dimension. On the other hand, doing digital activities with children is the activity for
which a higher weekly frequency bears a more consistent negative correlation with children’s scores,
particularly again with regard to emergent literacy and emergent numeracy. The Flemish Community
(Belgium) and the Netherlands are the two jurisdictions in IELS 2025 where these patterns of correlations
with specific activities are more noticeable (Table B.5.9).

A focus on reading

IELS 2025 provides information on reading-related resources and practices in home environments through
questions to parents about the number of children’s books available in the home and, as noted above,
about the frequency with which parents read to children from a book on a weekly basis.

A positive and statistically significant association exists between the number of children’s books available
in the home and five-year-olds’ outcomes in several early learning and development domains. For
instance, on average across jurisdictions, the scores of five-year-olds with access to more than 50
children’s books at home are 42 and 37 points higher in the foundational learning domains of emergent
literacy and emergent numeracy, respectively, than the scores of children with fewer than 25 such books
in their homes. These differences are also significant, ranging from 15 to 25 points, in the executive function
domains of working memory and mental flexibility and in the social and emotional development domain of
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emotion identification. Further, the differences hold in most cases, albeit smaller in magnitude, when the
comparison is made between five-year-olds with 25 to 50 children’s books and peers with fewer books
(Table B.5.16). Importantly, these results take into account families’ socio-economic status, which is
strongly correlated with the number of children’s books available at home (Table B.5.14). While the number
of children’s books in itself represents a resource rather than a direct interaction, this suggests that the
availability of these books reflects not just families’ economic resources, but also the variety and quality of
the inputs for parent-child reading activities and parents’ valuing of such interactions.

On average across jurisdictions, 54% of parents report reading to their child from a book three days or
more in a typical week, with this percentage being highest (over 80% of families) in England (United
Kingdom) and the Netherlands and lowest (around 34% or less of families) in Ceara, Para and Sao Paulo
(Brazil) and the United Arab Emirates (Table B.5.8). Across all participating jurisdictions, the frequency of
these reading activities is higher in socio-economically advantaged families than in disadvantaged families
(Table B.5.14).

Figure 5.4 shows that a high frequency of parent-child reading activities is, in many jurisdictions,
associated with higher scores in multiple domains of early learning and development. After accounting for
socio-economic status, the average score difference between children in families where shared reading
activities are most and least frequent (i.e. “more than five days a week”, compared to “less than once a
week”) amounts to 32 and 23 points in the foundational learning domains of emergent literacy and
emergent numeracy, respectively. In the executive function domains of working memory and mental
flexibility, and in the social and emotional development domain of emotion identification, these differences
range from 9 to 17 points. However, differences are smaller or non-statistically significant when the
comparison is made between children in families with an intermediate and low frequency of parent-child
reading interactions (i.e. “one to four days a week”, compared to “less than once a week”) (Table B.5.16).
Overall, results suggest that highly frequent (i.e. every other day or more often) joint reading activities with
parents are beneficial for children, particularly in foundational learning domains, but also in executive
functions and social and emotional development with which they bear substantive and positive correlations
(see Chapter 3).
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Figure 5.4. Parent-child reading activities and children’s early learning and development outcomes

Score-point difference in foundational learning, executive function, and social and emotional development domains
associated with a high and intermediate frequency of parents reading to their children from a book, compared to low
frequency, and after accounting for socio-economic status
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Note: *Estimates for Brazil correspond to the average across the three participating states. Score-point differences calculated as scores of
children whose parents read to them from a book with high (“five or more days a week”) or intermediate (“one to four days a week”) frequency,
minus scores of children whose parents read to them with low frequency (“less than once a week”). Socio-economic background as measured
by the IELS index of socio-economic status (SES). Solid triangles indicate statistically significant differences. For more information, see the IELS
2025 Technical Report (OECD, 2026ys)). Jurisdictions ranked in ascending order of the score-point difference between high and low frequency
parent-child reading activities.

Source: OECD, IELS 2025 Database, Table B.5.16.
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A focus on digital practices

IELS 2025 Also provides a window into the role of digital resources and practices in the home environments
of young children. The study includes questions to parents about the weekly frequency with which five-
year-olds use digital devices (e.g. a desktop or laptop computer, tablet device, smartphone), as well as
about the weekly frequency of parent-child joint digital activities with an educational purpose.

On average across jurisdictions, 46% of 5-year-olds are reported to use a digital device every day, a slight
increase from the international mean of IELS 2018 (42%) with a different set of participating countries, but
consistent with the increase reported by parents in England (United Kingdom) between the two cycles
(from 39% to 42%). In IELS 2025, the percentage of children reported to be daily users of digital devices
ranges from 24% in the Netherlands to 66% in Malta. In all jurisdictions except Baku and Sumgait
(Azerbaijan), Ceara, Para and Sado Paulo (Brazil) and the United Arab Emirates, children in socio-
economically disadvantaged families are more often reported to be using digital devices every day than
children in families with a high socio-economic status, by a difference of between 10 and 26 percentage
points (Table B.5.17).

Consistent with results from IELS 2018, the association between children’s frequency of use of digital
devices and their scores across the ten early learning and development domains in IELS 2025 is rarely
statistically significant, even before accounting for families’ socio-economic status. Comparisons between
children reported to use a digital device never or less than weekly, at least once a week, or daily suggest
that their outcomes are largely unrelated to the frequency of interactions with digital tools. However, a few
exceptions exist to this pattern. In the executive function domain of working memory, both a moderate and
a high frequency of use are positively related to children’s scores in several jurisdictions. Further, Korea
stands out as the jurisdiction where positive associations are more often observed: this holds for children’s
scores in emergent numeracy, working memory, mental flexibility and emotion identification, and generally
only with a moderate frequency of use — defined as “at least once a week but not every day” (Table B.5.18).

Mirroring these results, Figure 5.5 shows that the frequency with which parents engage in educational
activities with their child on a computer, tablet or smartphone (e.g. using an educational app) bears also a
weak and inconsistent association with children’s scores across domains of assessment and jurisdictions.
Engaging in this type of activity with a high frequency — defined as “three days of more per week”, and
relative to “less than once a week or never” — is associated with lower children’s scores in some domains,
particularly in the Flemish Community (Belgium) and the Netherlands, and with higher scores in some
domains in Korea (Table B.5.19). This may also reflect cultural variation in parents’ understandings of what
constitutes digital educational activities with five-year-olds.

Taken together, results about the associations of digital practices with children’s outcomes in IELS 2025
do not support strong conclusions about the potential impact of these practices. There is no evidence that
a highly restrictive approach — characterised by little overall use of digital devices by five-year-olds and no
resort to joint consumption of educational digital content — is related to better early learning or development
outcomes. At the same time, associations between these outcomes and children’s daily device use or a
high frequency of joint parent-child use of educational apps or tools are generally negative, even if rarely
statistically significant. Overall, these results are consistent with research reviews documenting mostly
non-significant or small negative associations between device use and overall screen time and a range of
cognitive and psycho-social outcomes in early childhood (Mallawaarachchi et al., 2022;15)) (Kirkorian et al.,
2025p16]). However, as highlighted by this literature, improved measures of the content and context of
device use by young children may be needed to derive more robust and nuanced conclusions about these
associations.
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Figure 5.5. Parent-child educational digital activities and children’s early learning and development
outcomes

Score-point difference in foundational learning, executive function, and social and emotional development domains
associated with a high and intermediate frequency of parents doing educational digital activities with their children,
compared to low frequency, and after accounting for socio-economic status
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Note: *Estimates for Brazil correspond to the average across the three participating states. Score-point differences calculated as scores of
children whose parents do educational digital activities with them with high (“three or more days a week”) or intermediate (“one or two days a
week”) frequency, minus scores of children with low frequency (“less than once a week or never”). Socio-economic background as measured
by the IELS index of socio-economic status (SES). Solid triangles indicate statistically significant differences. For more information, see the I[ELS
2025 Technical Report (OECD, 2026ys)). Jurisdictions ranked in ascending order of the score-point difference between high and low frequency
parent-child educational digital activities.

Source: OECD, IELS 2025 Database, Table B.5.19.
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Parental involvement in the child’s early education centre or school

Family involvement in ECEC/schools can support early learning and development by aligning the home
and early schooling ecologies in which children’s skills take shape. For instance, family-school
connectedness can promote a shared sense of responsibility for children’s progress and well-being by
establishing effective channels for communication and consistent adult-child interactions. In this two-way
relationship, parents bring distinct knowledge of their child’s needs, cultural background and preferences,
while early educators can advise about home activities (e.g. reading, play, open conversations) that would
complement experiences in ECEC settings (Serpell and Mashburn, 2011p177) (O’'Toole et al., 20191g))
(Barnett et al., 2020p19)).

The frequency and intensity with which parents engage with the structures and activities of early education
centres and schools characterise this form of family involvement. In IELS 2025, information on parental
involvementin ECEC centres/schools is gathered through a question addressed to the ECEC staff member
who knows the child best in the centre/school attended at age 5, asking them to rate the strength of this
involvement in four categories, from “not at all” to “strongly” involved?.

On average across jurisdictions, 43% of the children in the study have parents who are strongly involved
in the activities that take place in their child’s ECEC centre/school, 38% have parents moderately involved,
and 19% have parents slightly or not at all involved, according to ECEC staff. This pattern is largely
consistent across jurisdictions, although strong parental involvement is more frequently reported by
educators in Baku and Sumgait (Azerbaijan), and lower levels of involvement are more commonly reported
by ECEC staff in the Flemish Community (Belgium) and England (United Kingdom) (Table B.5.20).

Further, and similarly to parent-child activities with a developmental focus, a clear socio-economic gradient
exists in levels of parental involvement in ECEC centres/schools: on average, the share of parents strongly
involved in their child’s ECEC centre/school is 17 percentage points higher among socio-economically
advantaged families than among disadvantaged families, with differences statistically significant in all
jurisdictions (Table B.5.20).

Association between parental involvement in ECEC/school and children’s early
learning and development outcomes

In IELS 2025, in the majority of jurisdictions and domains of assessment, large and significant gaps in early
learning and development outcomes exist between five-year-olds whose parents are strongly involved in
their ECEC centres/schools and peers whose parents are less involved (Figure 5.6). On average across
jurisdictions, differences in children’s scores according to parental levels of involvement are largest and
most systematic — between 22 and 52 score-points, and significant in virtually all jurisdictions — in the social
and emotional development domains of trust, pro-social behaviour and non-disruptive behaviour. Sizable
gaps exist also in most jurisdictions in the foundational learning domains of emergent literacy and emergent
numeracy — of 17 and 20 points, respectively — while in executive function domains differences tend to be
smaller — between 10 and 15 points. In these two dimensions, differences are most consistent among
children in the Flemish Community (Belgium) and England (United Kingdom).

Importantly, in most cases, accounting for families’ socio-economic status reduces but does not eliminate
raw gaps. This suggests that this involvement is not simply a reflection of varying levels of familiarity with
the education system among parents with different levels of education, or of varying levels of financial
resources. Instead, the result points to the intervention of different mechanisms, such as communication
and collaboration channels between early education settings and families. Strengthening this
connectedness can therefore represent an important policy target.
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Figure 5.6. Parental involvement in ECEC centres/schools and early learning and development
outcomes

Score-point difference in foundational learning, executive function, and social and emotional development domains
between children whose parents are strongly vs. moderately, slightly or not at all involved in their ECEC
centres/schools, before and after accounting for socio-economic status
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Note: *Estimates for Brazil correspond to the average across the three participating states. Analysis limited to children for whom ECEC staff
reported a given level of involvement. Socio-economic background as measured by the IELS scale of socio-economic status (SES). Solid
triangles indicate statistically significant differences. For more information, see the IELS 2025 Technical Report (OECD, 2026)). Jurisdictions
are sorted in ascending order of the size of the gap in each domain.

Source: OECD, IELS 2025 Database, Tables B.5.21, B.5.22 and B.5.23.
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Table 5.1. Home environments and children’s early learning and development: Chapter 5 figures

Figure Title
Figure 5.1 Mother's level of education and early learning and development outcomes
Figure 5.2 Frequency of parent-child activities with a developmental focus
Figure 5.3 Home learning environment and children’s early learning and development outcomes
Figure 5.4 Parent-child reading activities and children’s early learning and development outcomes
Figure 5.5 Parent-child educational digital activities and children’s early learning and development outcomes
Figure 5.6 Parental involvement in ECEC centres/schools and early learning and development outcomes
StatLink S=sm https://stat.link/ihwxjv
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' The analysis presented in this chapter rely strongly on information from Parent questionnaires. Given low
response rates in some jurisdictions, readers are advised to interpret results with caution. See Reader’s

guide and the IELS 2025 Technical Report for more information.

2 ECEC teachers could also indicate not knowing the parents/guardians of the child well enough to make
a judgement. On average across jurisdictions, less than 2% of ECEC teachers provided this response.
Children whose ECEC teachers provided this response are excluded from the analysis in this section.
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ﬁ Early childhood education and care
and additional supports for
children

This chapter explores participation in early childhood education and care
(ECEC) and early schooling among children in IELS 2025, and its
associations with their early learning and development outcomes by age 5.
It also describes the provision of additional supports for children,
particularly those experiencing early challenges.
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Key findings

e On average across jurisdictions, 55% of the children in IELS 2025 started attending ECEC
before age 3, including 24% of children at age 2, 15% at age 1, and 17% in their first year of
life. Among those who started ECEC/school later, 18% of children started at age 3, 17% at age
4, and 9% at age 5. By the time of assessment, children had an average experience of over 2.5
years in ECEC/school, ranging from over 4 years in the Flemish Community (Belgium) to 1.5
years in the United Arab Emirates.

e Before age 5, socio-economically advantaged children had attended ECEC/school for about 5
months longer than disadvantaged children, on average across jurisdictions. In England (United
Kingdom), the Flemish Community (Belgium) and the United Arab Emirates this difference was
of 6 months or longer. Only in the Netherlands had disadvantaged five-year-olds attended
ECEC longer than advantaged peers.

e Across early learning and development domains, the association between the number of years
children attended ECEC/school and their outcomes at age 5 is generally positive but weak in
statistical significance. A stronger positive association exists when outcomes are compared
between children in categories of starting age of attendance, which more accurately reflect the
structure of ECEC programmes.

e In jurisdictions where a majority of children start ECEC/school before age 4, children who
started attending at ages 0 or 1 have higher scores in some domains than children who first
enrolled at ages 2 or 3. In jurisdictions where most children started after age 1, children who
started attending at ages 2 or 3 do better in several domains than children who first enrolled at
ages 4 or 5.

e The positive relationship between length of participation in ECEC/school and children’s
outcomes at age 5 tends to be stronger with the foundational learning domains of emergent
literacy and emergent numeracy than with executive function and social and emotional
development domains. A negative association exists in some cases with disruptive behaviour.

e |ELS 2025 finds no evidence that the association between length of participation in
ECEC/school and children’s outcomes varies by socio-economic background. Given the
general positive association between attendance and children’s outcomes and the more limited
participation of disadvantaged children, on average, this suggests that ECEC and early
schooling may not, overall, have the opportunity to reduce socio-economic gaps in those
outcomes. Policies can address gaps in early participation in ECEC and promote consistent
levels of quality in provision.

e On average across jurisdictions, about one in ten children in IELS 2025 are reported by their
parents to have experienced early learning or early social, emotional or behavioural difficulties.
Socio-economically disadvantaged children are more likely to experience these risk factors,
which compound their overall level of disadvantage.

o Targeted learning support is the most frequent form of additional support services for children
in IELS 2025, as received by around one in six children overall. Children exposed to a greater
number of risk factors are more likely to receive this and other special supports, suggesting an
adequate targeting of such supports in most jurisdictions.
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Introduction

High-quality early childhood education and care (ECEC) — from birth to entry into primary school — can be
a major driver of children’s early learning and development and a policy lever to promote equal
opportunities in society from the early years. Many countries have strengthened their ECEC policies in
recent decades, resulting in higher enrolment rates, a more balanced dual focus on care and education,
and tighter regulations to improve quality. However, extending participation in ECEC does not, on its own,
guarantee a strong start for every child, given variation in the quality of provision within ECEC systems
(OECD, 20211)). Meanwhile, increases in the share of children attending high-quality ECEC services can
translate into higher overall levels of school readiness by means of positive peer spillovers and improved
conditions to implement more advanced curricula, thereby enhancing the durability of early learning and
development gains (List and Uchida, 20242)).

In the context of increasing diversity in child populations, early learning policies are also paying growing
attention to targeted, additional supports for young children who experience particular challenges, for
instance, difficulties in their developmental trajectories. Special supports and services embedded in or
coordinated with ECEC provision to address early developmental challenges can improve children’s
outcomes and reduce the need for remedial or special education later on (Molloy et al., 20193)) (Murano,
Sawyer and Lipnevich, 2020y4)) (Prenatal-to-3 Policy Impact Center, 2024s)).

This chapter first explores patterns of participation in ECEC among children in IELS 2025, focusing on
variation by age and socio-economic background”. It then examines associations between the number of
years children participate in ECEC or the early years of primary education prior to age 5 and their early
learning and development outcomes, as well as whether these associations differ for children from socio-
economically advantaged and disadvantaged backgrounds.

The chapter focuses on formal and regulated ECEC, defined as services meeting the criteria to be
classified as International Standard Classification of Education (ISCED) level 0 educational programmes?.
Compared with informal care arrangements (e.g. unregulated childminders or babysitters), formal and
regulated ECEC, regardless of whether centre- or home-based, generally requires licensing, operates
under authority-defined frameworks (e.g. curriculum guidelines), employs trained or accredited staff, and
provides more intensive services (e.g. longer hours). However, regulatory requirements for formal ECEC
represent a necessary but not sufficient condition to ensure consistent quality (OECD, 2018)). In some
jurisdictions in IELS 2025, participation in early education programmes includes also the early years
primary schooling at ages 4 or 5. The term “ECEC centre/school” is therefore used as shorthand to refer
to the educational setting where children are enrolled at age 5; the characteristics of these settings are
different across jurisdictions (see Box 6.1).

The chapter concludes by describing the prevalence of various types of early challenges among the
children in the study, and the frequency with which they receive special supports (e.g. psychological or
learning support, second language support) in the context of their early education and care experiences.

Participation in ECEC

Ensuring ECEC is available, accessible, and affordable for all social groups is a prerequisite for ECEC
provision to translate into durable benefits for children and society. Despite sizeable increases in ECEC
enrolment in many OECD and partner countries in recent decades, participation gaps persist between age
groups and children of different backgrounds. Socio-economically disadvantaged children tend to
participate less in ECEC, particularly in regulated services where structural conditions are often more
conducive to high-quality provision. In most countries, socio-economic gaps in participation are larger
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among children under age 3 but exist also among children aged 3-5. When enrolled, disadvantaged
children also tend to attend ECEC settings fewer hours (OECD, 2025(7)).

Barriers to participation in ECEC stem from a mix of personal and environmental factors and can be
grouped into two broad categories: direct, which refer to immediate constraints (e.g. cost, location,
operating hours) and indirect, which concern more subtle influences (e.g. social norms, parental
perceptions, institutional bias). Together, direct and indirect barriers shape whether families, especially
disadvantaged ones, can and do participate in ECEC (OECD, 20257)).

The early education systems of the jurisdictions represented in IELS 2025 differ in many respects (see
Box 6.1 and Annex A). In terms of governance, some of these jurisdictions have split systems in which
ECEC services for different age groups are governed by different authorities, while others have or are in
the process of adopting an integrated system with one leading authority being responsible for all ECEC
services. Average enrolment rates for children aged 3-5 also vary markedly, ranging from around 50% in
Baku and Sumgait (Azerbaijan) to more than 90% in the Flemish Community (Belgium), England (United
Kingdom), Korea and the Netherlands. Enrolment in ECEC is generally not mandatory, with the exceptions
of Ceara, Para and Sao Paulo (Brazil) and the Flemish Community (Belgium), where it is compulsory from
ages 4 and 5, respectively. Jurisdictions have also different models for the transition to primary schooling:
in England (United Kingdom), Malta and the Netherlands, this occurs from age 4 or 5 through a change in
cycle or arelocation to school-based settings, while in the rest of the jurisdictions most 5-year-olds continue
to attend pre-primary ECEC settings and programmes classified as ISCED 02.

To characterise participation in ECEC among children in IELS 2025, this chapter relies on the rich
information collected through Parent questionnaires about children’s attendance of different types or early
care and education arrangements starting from birth up to the time of assessment at age 5. This information
is used to identify the starting age and the number of years children attended ECEC programmes (either
ISCED 01 or ISCED 02, or Reception in the case of England) prior to the school year in which they took
part in IELS 2025°. The chapter also draws on data about the number of hours that children attended
ISCED 02 settings in the two school years prior to the assessment*.
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Box 6.1. An overview of the early education and care systems of the jurisdictions in IELS 2025

Baku and Sumgait (Azerbaijan)

Azerbaijan has an integrated ECEC governance system, with preschool education services for children
aged 1-6 overseen by the Ministry of Science and Education which is responsible for curriculum,
financing, monitoring and standard setting. ECEC participation in Azerbaijan is not mandatory. In 2024,
the enrolment rate among children aged 3-5 was 50%.

Azerbaijan applies a unified Preschool Education Curriculum and State Standard for Preschool
Education across all ECEC institutions for ages children aged 1 to 6 years. Content is structured by
age groups with distinct standards for ages 1-2 and 2-3), the middle group (ages 3-4), the older group
(ages 4-5), and the school preparation group (ages 5-6). Progression is sequential, moving from simpler
to more complex learning: heightened expectations arise through the age-group progression within the
unified framework. Literacy and numeracy are integrated as core components: literacy through
language/communication development and pre-reading behaviours; numeracy through early number
sense, measurement, sequencing and classification, aligned with school readiness expectations at
ages 5-6.

The placement of children with special educational needs (SEN) is determined by a commission that
reviews each child’'s individual situation. Where inclusive settings exist, children with SEN attend the
same educational environment as their peers. Where inclusive groups are not available, they attend
specialised preschool institutions.

Ceara, Para and Sao Paulo (Brazil)

The Brazilian ECEC system is integrated, with governance and responsibilities decentralised. The
federal government sets national guidelines and provides technical and financial support, while states
establish complementary rules and support municipalities, which are the main implementers and
providers of ECEC services. ECEC is organised in two stages: creche/daycare (for children aged 0-3)
and preschool (for children aged 4-5). While only the second stage is compulsory, since 2024 federal
laws guarantee access to public ECEC for children aged 0-3 whose families apply for enrolment, with
priority to children in vulnerable situations.

The National Common Core Curriculum (BNCC), approved in 2017, defines learning rights and goals
across basic education, including ECEC. At the ECEC level, BNCC is organised around three age
groups: infants (0-18 months), toddlers (19 months to 3 years) and preschoolers (4-5 years). Rather
than adopting a subject-based structure, BNCC organises learning around five “fields of experience”,
promoting transdisciplinary learning through play and interactions. States, municipalities and schools
can adapt local curricula and pedagogical projects using BNCC as a reference. Literacy and numeracy
are addressed through learning objectives embedded within these fields, with examples provided for
each domain.

Brazil's education policy emphasises inclusion of children with SEN in mainstream ECEC programmes.

England (United Kingdom)

England’s early years education system operates under an integrated governance model, with overall
responsibilities held by the Department for Education. Across provider types (school-based and group-
based childcare), early years provision is unified through a single statutory framework that all providers
must follow.

ECEC is not compulsory in England. In practice, though, virtually all children start Reception (the first
year of primary school) on a full-time basis in September after their fourth birthday (e.g. a child turning
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4 in June typically start Reception that September). This means that the majority of children experience
an early transition into the school system through the Reception year.

England has a single statutory framework covering the whole early years phase: the Early Years
Foundation Stage (EYFS). This sets the standards that providers must meet in relation to learning,
development and care from birth to age 5. EYFS is structured around seven areas of learning and
development. Three “prime” areas - communication and language, physical development, and
personal, social and emotional development - form the foundation, while four “specific” areas - literacy,
mathematics, understanding the world, and expressive arts and design - extend and deepen learning.
The EYFS applies until the end of Reception, that is, the school year in which children turn 5.

Children with SEN typically attend mainstream early years settings. When SEN is identified, providers
must work in partnership with parents to agree on appropriate forms and modalities of support.

Flemish Community (Belgium)

ECEC in the Flemish Community (Belgium) is governed through a split governance system. Provision
for younger children (typically from birth to 2.5 years) falls under the responsibility of the Ministry of
Welfare, Public Health and Family, while provision for older children (typically from 2.5 years) is
overseen by the Ministry of Education and Training. This division results in distinct structures for
childcare (within the welfare domain) and pre-primary (within the education domain), each operating
under its own regulatory conditions and pedagogical expectations.

In Belgium (including the Flemish Community), compulsory education starts on 1 September of the
calendar year in which a child turns 5. For five-year-olds, attendance typically requires at least 290 half-
days per school year. This requirement has been applied since the 2020-2021 school year when the
minimum compulsory school age was lowered from 6 to 5.

All childcare settings are required, as part of their licensing conditions, to have a pedagogical policy
that promotes children’s development across multiple domains and safeguarding their well-being and
engagement. Childcare settings are also expected, under a best-efforts obligation, to implement a
pedagogical framework that provides guidance on methods and processes. Pre-primary settings must
follow a detailed set of standardised developmental goals describing minimum objectives by the end of
pre-primary stage. These goals apply across all pre-primary education years, so age 4 and age 5 are
not formal curricular transition points.

Many children aged 0-5 with SEN attend mainstream ECEC settings, supported through measures such
as individualised arrangements and collaboration with external support services.

Korea

Korea’s ECEC system is in a transitional phase, shifting from a split governance model towards an
integrated system under the Ministry of Education as single responsible authority. The integration of
institutions, regulatory frameworks and teacher qualifications is an ongoing process.

Participation in ECEC is not mandatory. However, over 90% of children aged 3-5 are enrolled in either
kindergartens or childcare centres, with basic tuition fees covered by the central government.

The Nuri curriculum is Korea’s unified curriculum framework for children aged 3-5 attending
kindergartens, while a standard care framework applies for children aged 0-2 in childcare centres. Since
2019, Korea has moved away from rigid, age-specific task divisions. Instead, the Nuri curriculum
provides a transversal, play-centred framework for learning and development. Literacy is primarily
addressed within the communication domain, emphasising listening and speaking skills, developing an
interest in reading and writing, and enjoyment of books and stories.
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There is less of an explicit emphasis on numeracy; however, early mathematical ideas are introduced
across the several domains, such as exploration in everyday life.

SEN participation is shaped by both the availability of specialist provision and a strong non-
discrimination principle. Many parents of children with SEN choose to enrol their children in mainstream
kindergartens or childcare centres.

Malta

Malta has an integrated ECEC system under the Ministry for Education, Youth, Sport, Research and
Innovation. Policy and guidance cover the entire ECEC phase across childcare and early education,
with national standards and a policy framework providing system-wide direction across ages 0-7.

ECEC in Malta is not compulsory but participation rates are high, with over 85% of children aged 3 and
5, the start of compulsory primary education, enrolled in ECEC.

Integrated curriculum guidelines and standards apply across ECEC stages. The National Standards for
Early Childhood Education and Care Services apply to ages 0-3 (childcare), while the Early Childhood
Education and Care National Policy Framework for Malta and Gozo apply to ages 0-7. Both frameworks
are grounded in the Learning Outcomes Framework. A key transition occurs at age 5 when children
enter compulsory schooling: while the ECEC curricular frameworks continue to apply, children also
begin to follow subject guidelines delivered within a child-centred approach. Literacy and numeracy are
taught across the curriculum, and schools attended by five-year-olds can benefit from additional support
from national literacy programmes and mathematics support teachers.

Children with SEN generally attend mainstream ECEC settings. Parents may apply for an Early
Intervention Service, which can be delivered either at home or within the childcare setting.

Netherlands

The Netherlands has a split ECEC system. For children aged 0-4, childcare falls under the responsibility
of the Ministry of Social Affairs and Employment and is primarily framed as a social provision with a
focus on care and supervision. No formal educational goals are defined for this phase, even though
educational elements may be present in practice. As a result, childcare for this age group is not formally
classified as ISCED. For ages 4-6, early education takes place in primary school kindergarten years
governed by the Ministry of Education, Culture and Science. Further, targeted pre-primary education
programmes classified as ISCED 02 are available for children approximately aged 2.5 to 4 who are
considered at risk of language or developmental delays. These programmes are provided to by regular
daycare centres.

Most children start primary school at age 4, but compulsory education begins at age 5, on the first
school day of the month following the child’s fifth birthday. Before age 5, there is no compulsory
enrolment in ECEC.

There is no unified national curriculum for ages 0-4 (childcare and pre-primary). Providers follow general
pedagogical frameworks and, in pre-primary education, implement approved early education
programmes, but without statutory learning goals. From age 4, children come under the national
framework for primary education (ages 4-12), which establishes broad national learning objectives
rather than a detailed curriculum for young children. The curriculum for age 4 and 5 is essentially the
same (both are kindergarten years within primary school), while the main structural transition is between
age 3 (pre-primary provision) and age 4 (entry into primary school). Literacy and numeracy at age 5 are
framed as emergent literacy and early mathematical development, including oral language
development, phonological awareness, number sense and pattern recognition.
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Children with SEN generally attend mainstream settings where feasible, with expected adaptations
such as additional pedagogical support and collaboration with specialist services.

United Arab Emirates

ECEC in the United Arab Emirates operates under a split governance model, with responsibilities
distributed across several national ministries and, in some cases, emirate-level authorities.
Kindergarten provision (typically covering ages 3-6) is overseen by the Ministry of Education, which is
responsible for curriculum, standards and licensing. Nurseries/childcare (covering roughly ages 0-4)
are licensed under the Ministry of Community Development. In addition, emirate-level entities may play
a role in quality assurance and regulation, for example the Knowledge and Human Development
Authority in Dubai or the Abu Dhabi Department of Education and Knowledge, contributing to local
variation in oversight.

While enrolment in ECEC is not mandatory, participation rates are high, especially for children around
age 5.

A national curriculum framework guides ECEC provision, particularly in kindergartens serving children
aged 4-6. The kindergarten curriculum emphases holistic development, including early literacy, early
numeracy and social and emotional skills, while promoting developmental continuity across ages 3-6.
Expectations regarding literacy and numeracy increase modestly in the second year of kindergarten
(around age 5) without any fundamental shift away from the holistic, play-based orientation of previous
years. ECEC settings may adapt nationally standardised learning goals within approved frameworks.

National policies promote the inclusion of children with SEN wherever possible, including attendance
of mainstream ECEC settings with special supports.

Note: ECEC refers to early childhood education and care and encompass ISCED levels 01 and 02. SEN refers to special education needs.
Source: Contextual questionnaire to IELS 2025 participating jurisdictions; see also Annex A.

Starting age and number of years of participation in ECEC/school

On average across jurisdictions, 55% of the children in IELS 2025 — who, by design, are all enrolled in
either a pre-primary (ISCED 02) or school setting at age 5° — started attending formal and regulated ECEC
services before age 3 (Table B.6.1). This group includes 24% of children first enrolled at age 2 — the most
common starting age, on average — as well as 15% of children first enrolled at age 1 and 17% of children
enrolled during their first year of life.

Among the large minority of children in the study who started attending ECEC/school later, 18% of children
started at age 3, 17% started at age 4, and 9% started at age 5. This translates into an average experience
in ECEC/school of more than 2.5 years by the time of assessment (Table B.6.2). Cumulatively, and on
average across jurisdictions, almost a third of all the children in IELS 2025 (31%) were attending
ECEC/school by age 1, more than half (55%) were attending by age 2, over seven in ten (71%) were
attending by age 3, and over eight in ten (84%) were attending by age 4. Conversely, about one in six
(16%) children first enrolled in formal and regulated early education services the same school year in which
they took part in the study (Tables B.6.1 and B.6.2).

Reflecting their diverse institutional and social contexts, jurisdictions vary markedly in the typical age at
which children started attending formal and regulated ECEC or early schooling (Figure 6.1). For instance,
70% of children in the Flemish Community (Belgium) and close to 20% of children in both England (United
Kingdom) and Malta started attending ECEC before turning 1, while in other jurisdictions less than 5% of
children participated in ECEC at that age. Meanwhile, close to 30% of children in Korea started attending
ECEC at age 1, making it one of the two jurisdictions (with the Flemish Community (Belgium)) where more
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than half of children in IELS 2025 were attending ECEC by that age. At the other end, the share of children
who enrolled in ECEC for the first time at ages 4 or 5 is highest in the United Arab Emirates (more than
50%) and in Baku and Sumgait (Azerbaijan) and Ceara, Para and Sao Paulo (Brazil) (more than 28%, in
both cases). The Netherlands represents a special case: analyses based on the ISCED classification
suggest the majority of children in IELS 2025 started their formal early education at age 4; however, large
shares of children of younger ages are enrolled in programmes not formally classified as ISCEDS.

As a result of these varied participation patterns, the average duration of attendance of formal and
regulated ECEC or initial years of primary schooling by the time of assessment in IELS 2025 differed
substantially across jurisdictions. The longest attendance, at over 4 years, was observed among children
in the Flemish Community (Belgium); intermediate durations, between 3 and 4 years were observed in
England (United Kingdom), Korea and Malta; and the shortest average durations, below 2.5 years, were
observed among children in Baku and Sumgait (Azerbaijan), Ceara, Para and Sao Paulo (Brazil), the
Netherlands and the United Arab Emirates (Table B.6.2).

Figure 6.1. Starting age of participation in ECEC/school

Percentage of children by starting age of attendance of an ISCED 01 or ISCED 02 programme, or the initial years of
primary education at ages 4 or 5

ECEC before age 1 [ ECEC atage 2 B ECEC/school at age 4
ECEC atage 1 I ECEC atage 3 B ECEC/school at age 5

100

75 I

Note: *Estimates for Brazil correspond to the average across the three participating states. ECEC refers to formal and regulated services meeting
the criteria for ISCED level 0 educational programmes. By design, by the time of assessment at age 5, all children in IELS 2025 are enrolled in
either a pre-primary (ISCED 02) programme or in the initial years of primary school, depending on the jurisdiction.

Source: OECD, IELS 2025 Database, Table B.6.2.
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Socio-economic gaps in length and intensity of participation in ECEC/school

Aggregate patterns of participation in ECEC/school mask substantial variation between children from
different socio-economic groups. On average across jurisdictions, by age 5, children from socio-
economically advantaged backgrounds had attended formal and regulated ECEC for between 4 and 5
months longer than their disadvantaged peers. In the Flemish Community (Belgium), this difference
amounted to more than one year, while in England (United Kingdom) and the United Arab Emirates it was
of 6 months or longer. By contrast, in Baku and Sumgait (Azerbaijan), Ceara, Para and Sao Paulo (Brazil)
and Korea, there were no statistically significant differences in the average length of ECEC/school
attendance between the two groups. The Netherlands stands out as the only jurisdiction where
disadvantaged five-year-olds had attended ISCED-classified programmes for longer than their advantaged
peers, by about 3 months (Table B.6.2). Overall, though, socio-economic gaps in length of participation in
ECEC may be underestimated in some jurisdictions, particularly in contexts where overall enrolment rates
at age 5 remain relatively low’.

Importantly, these socio-economic gaps emerge at different ages across jurisdictions, reflecting differences
in typical starting ages of participation in ECEC/school. Socio-economic differences in enrolment rates are
already pronounced by age 1 in England (United Kingdom), the Flemish Community (Belgium) and Malta,
where the percentage of children who started to attend ECEC by that age is between 10 and 30 points
higher among socio-economically advantaged than among disadvantaged children. Meanwhile, in
jurisdictions with a typical later starting age, such as the United Arab Emirates, these differences become
visible only by ages 2 and 3. By contrast, in the Netherlands, a higher proportion of disadvantaged children
(49%) than advantaged children (38%) had enrolled in ECEC by age 3, in line with targeted policies that
make children identified as being at risk eligible for additional (subsidised) hours of early childhood
provision (Table B.6.2).

Moreover, among children participating in ECEC, socio-economic gaps are evident in several jurisdictions
regarding the intensity of participation, measured by the number of hours that children attended pre-
primary (ISCED 02) settings at ages 3 and 4. For instance, in the Flemish Community (Belgium), England
(United Kingdom) and Korea, the percentage of both three- and four-year-olds attending pre-primary
education for more than 30 hours a week is at least seven points higher among socio-economically
advantaged children than among disadvantaged children. Inversely, in Malta and the United Arab
Emirates, socio-economically disadvantaged children, attend pre-primary settings for more hours per
week, at both ages. Overall, however, average differences in the intensity of participation are relatively
small (Table B.6.3).

Taken together, the patterns of participation in ECEC among children in IELS 2025 align with evidence
from many European OECD countries showing socio-economic differentials in access to, and intensity of
participation in regulated ECEC services (OECD, 20257)). Results therefore show that, by the time of the
IELS 2025 assessment, in most jurisdictions, exposure to ECEC had been greater for children from socio-
economically advantaged families than for peers from less advantaged backgrounds.

Length of participation in ECEC and children’s early learning and development

IELS provides a unique opportunity to examine, from a comparative perspective, how five-year-old
children’s participation in ECEC and the initial year of primary schooling is associated with early skills
development. In this chapter, this relationship is illustrated through associations between their scores in
the early learning and development domains assessed in IELS 2025 i) the number of years that they
attended ECEC or primary school (Figure 6.2) and ii) different categories of starting age of enrolment
(Figure 6.3).
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Figure 6.2. Association between years in ECEC/school and five-year-olds’ early learning and
development outcomes

Score-point difference in foundational learning, executive function, and social and emotional development domains
associated with an additional year of ECEC/school, before and after accounting for socio-economic status
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Note: *Estimates for Brazil correspond to the average across the three participating states. ECEC refers to formal and regulated services meeting
the criteria for ISCED level 0 educational programmes. By design, by the time of assessment at age 5, all children in IELS 2025 are enrolled in
either a pre-primary (ISCED 02) programme or in the initial years of primary school, depending on the jurisdiction. Socio-economic background
as measured by the IELS index of socio-economic status (SES). Solid triangles indicate statistically significant differences. For more information,
see the IELS 2025 Technical Report (OECD, 2026ys)). Jurisdictions ranked in ascending order of the score-point difference associated with an
additional year of ECEC/school in each domain.

Source: OECD, IELS 2025 Database, Tables B.6.4, B.6.5 and B.6.6.
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The association between children’s length of attendance in ECEC/school —as captured by a linear
measure of years of attendance — and their early learning and development outcomes at age 5 is generally
positive but weak in terms of statistical significance, particularly after accounting for socio-economic
background (Figure 6.2). The estimated association can be interpreted as the effect of an additional year
of attendance in ECEC/school relative to the average duration of attendance in each jurisdiction, providing
a conservative yet context-tailored estimate of such impact. This approach reflects that an additional year
of ECEC may have different implications depending on the typical experience of children within a
jurisdiction.

This relationship is marginally stronger in the foundational learning domains of emergent literacy and
emergent numeracy, where an additional year of ECEC is associated, on average, with an increase of
about 5 points in scores, before considering children’s socio-economic status. Similar results apply to a
subset of executive function and social and emotional development domains, including working memory,
mental flexibility, trust and pro-social behaviour. By contrast, the association is negative for scores in non-
disruptive behaviour.

Across many domains of assessment, the magnitude of the association tends to be stronger in jurisdictions
where children have, on average, attended ECEC/school for longer periods (i.e. over three years) by the
time of assessment. This pattern is most evident in the Flemish Community (Belgium) and Malta. Inversely,
associations with child outcomes are more often negative, albeit only occasionally statistically significant,
in jurisdictions where children’s average experience in ECEC is shorter (less than two and a half years).
Yet, there are notable exceptions to this pattern such as the United Arab Emirates, where associations are
often relatively strong despite a comparatively short average length of attendance in ECEC (Tables B.6.2,
B.6.4, B.6.5 and B.6.6). Overall, across domains and jurisdictions, low levels of statistical significance
characterise associations between children’s scores and this measure of participation in ECEC/school.

Analyses based on the number of years children attended ECEC/school are, however, subject to some
limitations. One key shortcoming is the implicit assumption of linearity, where each additional year of
attendance is assumed to have the same marginal impact on children’s outcomes. This assumption may
not align with the structure of ECEC programmes, particularly at the pre-primary level, which often consist
of multi-year cycles with distinct organisational and curricular features (see Box 6.1) which can contribute
to quality differences. In this context, associations between participation in ECEC/school and child
outcomes may become more visible after children attend these programmes for a certain period of time
that corresponds to more meaningful transitions within ECEC systems.

To examine this hypothesis, Figure 6.3 shows differences in foundational learning outcomes between
children in different categories defined by the age of entry into ECEC/school prior to age 5. This analysis
looks at two different transitions which arguably capture important differentiation points in ECEC
participation patterns. In jurisdictions where children’s average duration of attendance in ECEC/school is
longer — namely the Flemish Community (Belgium), England (United Kingdom), Korea and Malta — the
outcomes of children who started attending ECEC at ages 0 or 1 are compared to those of children who
started attending at ages 2 or 3. In these four jurisdictions, children in these two categories represent over
85% of the children in IELS 2025. Meanwhile, in jurisdictions where average attendance of ECEC/school
is shorter — namely Baku and Sumgait (Azerbaijan), Ceara, Para and Sao Paulo (Brazil), the Netherlands
and the United Arab Emirates — the comparison is made between the scores of children who started
attending ECEC at ages 2-3 and those who started attending at ages 4 or 5. In these four jurisdictions,
these two groups account for over 75% of the children in the study.

Results from these comparisons provide further insights into the association between length of participation
in ECEC/school and children’s early learning and development outcomes by age 5. Among jurisdictions
where children’s average attendance of ECEC/school is longer (Figure 6.3: left panels), children who first
enrolled at ages 0 or 1 have higher scores in emergent literacy and emergent numeracy than children who
first enrolled at ages 2 or 3 in both the Flemish Community (Belgium) and England (United Kingdom), and
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in emergent literacy in Malta as well. These differences range from 10 to 25 score points and remain
statistically significant after accounting for children’s socio-economic backgrounds. In Korea, by contrast,
no differences exist between these two groups of children (Table B.6.7).

Figure 6.3. Association between earlier starting ages of attendance of ECEC/school and five-year-
olds foundational learning domains

Score-point difference in emergent literacy (top panels) and emergent numeracy (bottom panels) associated with
starting ECEC at ages 0 or 1, compared to ages 2 or 3 (left panels), and associated with starting ECEC/school at
ages 2 or 3, compared to ages 4 or 5 (right panels), before and after accounting for socio-economic status
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Note: *Estimates for Brazil correspond to the average across the three participating states. ECEC refers to formal and regulated services meeting
the criteria for ISCED level 0 educational programmes. By the time of assessment at age 5, all children in IELS 2025 are enrolled in either a
pre-primary (ISCED 02) programme or in the initial years of primary school, depending on the jurisdiction. Specific transitions (starting ages “0
or 1” compared to “2 or 3”; and “2 or 3" compared to “4 or 5”) are analysed depending on children’s average length of participation in ECEC/school
in each jurisdiction. Socio-economic background as measured by the IELS index of socio-economic status (SES). Solid triangles indicate
statistically significant differences. For more information, see the IELS 2025 Technical Report (OECD, 2026ys)). Jurisdictions ranked in ascending
order of the score-point difference associated with an earlier starting age of ECEC/school.

Source: OECD, IELS 2025 Database, Table B.6.7.

Among jurisdictions where children tend to participate in ECEC/school for a shorter time before age 5
(Figure 6.3: right panels), earlier enrolment at ages 2-3 is also positively associated with children scores
in emergent literacy and emergent numeracy compared to a later start at ages 4 or 5 in three jurisdictions,
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although statistically significant in the United Arab Emirates only, with a magnitude of between 12 and 16
score points after accounting for socio-economic status. Meanwhile, this relationship has the opposite sign
in the Netherlands, where children who started attending ECEC at younger ages appear to have lower
scores in both domains than children who first enrolled for age 4; this result may reflect an
overrepresentation of vulnerable children in ECEC programmes at younger ages?® (Table B.6.7).

Differences in children’s outcomes associated with the timing of entry into ECEC or school are generally
smaller in the domains of executive function and social and emotional development than in foundational
learning. However, in several jurisdictions, patterns are broadly consistent with those observed for
emergent literacy and numeracy. For instance, in the Flemish Community (Belgium), earlier participation
in ECEC from ages 0 or 1, compared with starting at ages 2 or 3, is statistically significantly associated
with higher children’s scores in working memory, mental flexibility, emotion identification, trust and pro-
social behaviour, and with lower scores in non-disruptive behaviour. Similar patterns are observed in Malta,
where earlier entry into ECEC is associated with higher children’s scores in inhibition, working memory,
trust and pro-social behaviour. In turn, regarding differences between children who first enrolled in
ECEC/school at ages 2 or 3, compared to ages 4 or 5, children in the earlier enrolment group show higher
scores in the domains of inhibition, trust and pro-social behaviour in Ceara, Para and S&ao Paulo (Brazil).
By contrast, in the Netherlands they have lower scores in mental flexibility, emotion identification, emotional
attribution, trust and pro-social behaviour (Tables B.6.8 and B.6.9).

Socio-economic variation in the association between ECEC/school and children’s
outcomes

An important consideration for early education policies is whether participation in ECEC and early
schooling contributes to reducing early inequalities in children’s learning and development outcomes,
particularly between children from different socio-economic backgrounds. Analyses in this report find no
evidence that the association between the number of years of ECEC/school attendance and children’s
outcomes by age 5 is different for socio-economically advantaged and disadvantaged children, based on
a comparison of the strength of this association between the two groups of children in the emergent literacy
and emergent numeracy domains (Figure 6.4).

Results suggests that gains in emergent literacy and emergent numeracy from an additional year of
ECEC/school could be marginally smaller (i.e. a negative score-point difference in Figure 6.4) for socio-
economically disadvantaged children than for advantaged peers in jurisdictions such as England (United
Kingdom), the Flemish Community (Belgium), Korea and the United Arab Emirates, while gains could be
larger (i.e. a positive score-point difference in Figure 6.4) in jurisdictions such as Baku and Sumgait
(Azerbaijan) and Malta. However, none of these differences reach conventional levels of statistical
significance, precluding any clear interpretations about the potential differential impacts of the length of
participation in ECEC for diverse groups of children based on IELS 2025 data.
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Figure 6.4. Variation in the association between years in ECEC/school and five-year-olds’
foundational learning outcomes, by socio-economic background

Score-point difference in the association between an additional year of ECEC/school and foundational learning
domains for socio-economically disadvantaged children, relative to the association for advantaged children

Foundational learning

Emergent literacy Emergent numeracy

Score-point difference
(=
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Note: *Estimates for Brazil correspond to the average across the three participating states. ECEC refers to formal and regulated services meeting
the criteria for ISCED level 0 educational programmes. By the time of assessment at age 5, all children in IELS 2025 are enrolled in either a
pre-primary (ISCED 02) programme or in the initial years of primary school, depending on the jurisdiction. Socio-economically disadvantaged
children are those in the bottom quartile of the distribution of the IELS Index of socio-economic status within their jurisdictions; advantaged
children are those in the top quartile of the distribution. Socio-economic background as measured by the IELS index of socio-economic status
(SES). Solid triangles indicate statistically significant differences; hollow triangles indicate differences are not statistically significant. For more
information, see the IELS 2025 Technical Report (OECD, 2026g)).

Source: OECD, IELS 2025 Database, Table B.6.10.

Overall, results in this section, looking both at the number of years that children attended ECEC/school
(Figure 6.2) and at specific starting age categories (Figure 6.3), indicate that longer experiences in early
care and education programmes tend to be positively associated with early learning and development
outcomes by age 5. This association holds in many but not all of the jurisdictions in IELS 2025 and is more
consistent with foundational learning outcomes than with executive function and social and emotional
development outcomes, while being often negative with disruptive behaviour.

These results can be seen as broadly consistent with the generally small average effects of ECEC on child
early learning and development outcomes reported in the research literature, particularly in the absence
of good indicators of the quality of ECEC or early schooling (e.g. (Camilli et al., 2010;9)) (Melhuish et al.,
2015p107) (Duncan et al., 2023(11)) (von Suchodoletz et al., 202312)). This literature also documents a
stronger relationship of ECEC experiences with emergent literacy and emergent numeracy than with other
development domains, which may reflect the deliberate intent to develop these more academic skills in the
ECEC curriculum frameworks of participating jurisdictions (see Box 6.1).

Findings from IELS 2025 are less closely aligned with external evidence suggesting that high-quality ECEC
can be particularly beneficial for disadvantaged children (e.g. (Melhuish et al., 2015}10)) (Duncan et al.,
202311])). However, the absence of a statistically significant differential impact of ECEC by children’s socio-
economic status in IELS 2025 (Figure 6.4), when combined with other results, can provide insights about
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whether ECEC and early schooling are helping to mitigate or reinforce inequalities in early learning and
development in participating jurisdictions. Children from socio-economically advantaged backgrounds
tend, on average, to have longer experiences in ECEC/school than disadvantaged peers. Given the
general positive association between participation and children’s outcomes, the fact that gains appear
independent of children’s socio-economic backgrounds suggests that ECEC and early schooling may not,
overall, have the opportunity to reduce socio-economic gaps in those outcomes. In several jurisdictions, a
larger proportion of children from low socio-economic status families did not attend ECEC prior to age 5 or
started attending later compared to their advantaged peers, thereby limiting the opportunities for ECEC to
mitigate early gaps during those years. These results, therefore, suggest that disadvantaged children may
not be able to catch up with peers from advantaged backgrounds through their attendance in ECEC/school,
in part because they participate less in these programmes.

Divergences from findings of previous studies of universal pre-primary education may partly be due to
greater access to ECEC and early schooling in many of the jurisdictions in IELS 2025, compared to past
cohorts of children in similar or other contexts. Contemporary early education systems have become more
inclusive of children with more diverse backgrounds, which may affect the observed associations between
participation in ECEC/school and the early learning and development outcomes measured in IELS.
Further, the generally greater emphasis placed on quality in today’s early education systems may mean
that all children — and not only disadvantaged children with less favourable home learning environments —
are now benefiting more from ECEC and early schooling participation than in the past.

Meanwhile, the positive associations observed for very early starting ages (0 or 1) and the absence of
negative associations in several jurisdictions in IELS 2025 can also be interpreted positively. These results
may reflect system-level investments and regulations in England (United Kingdom), the Flemish
Community (Belgium), Korea and Malta that may be ensuring adequate quality services for very young
children. Further analysis incorporating more detailed information on the quality of different types of
ECEC/school services and on the experiences of children who do not attend ECEC would be instrumental
in evaluating these findings.

Additional supports for children experiencing early challenges

Across countries, growing diversity among young children participating in ECEC has become a defining
feature of these systems. This trend is shaped by the expansion and improved accessibility of ECEC
services, as well as rising global migration and forced displacement (OECD, 2025). Increasing social and
cultural diversity requires inclusive ECEC systems that respond to a broader range of needs from children
and families. Inclusion focuses on adapting education systems to meet each child’s needs, rather than
expecting children, and particularly those experiencing challenges, to conform to existing structures and
practices (OECD, 202313)). Inclusive practices to promote children’s early learning and development can
take the form of tiered models of support, tailoring the intensity and type of support measures according to
the level of need of individual children or early education settings (OECD, 2025).

ECEC policies can beneficially combine general education and care services with the provision of targeted
supports for some young children. In 12 out the 15 ECEC systems participating in the TALIS Starting
Strong 2024 survey at the pre-primary level, and in 5 out of 8 systems at the level of settings for children
under age 3, over 66% of setting leaders reported that children with special learning needs were enrolled
in their settings (OECD, 2025}14). In all the jurisdictions participating in IELS 2025, policies determine that
young children with special education needs should generally attend regular ECEC settings, which are in
turn expected to adapt provision with extra pedagogical support, targeted programmes, and work with
specialist services (see Box 6.1).

IELS 2025 asked parents whether their child had ever experienced a number of issues or difficulties, which
are conceptualised as risk factors negatively associated with children’s early learning and development®
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(OECD, 2022;15)). These include whether their child was premature or had a low birthweight (i.e. lower than
2 500 gr); hearing or vision difficulties that cannot he corrected by a hearing aid or glasses); mobility
difficulties; learning difficulties (e.g. speech or language delay, intellectual disability); or social, emotional
or behavioural difficulties.

In addition, IELS 2025 asked the ECEC staff who knew the child best in the ECEC centres/school to
provide information about different types of additional supports or services that the child had received.
These included speech therapy; physiotherapy or occupational therapy; psychological or behavioural
management support; learning support (e.g. as provided by assistant staff); and support with the language
of assessment as the child’s second language. Since reported by ECEC teachers aware of them, these
supports are likely to be provided through or at least in co-ordination with the ECEC centre/school attended
by the child.

This section combines information from parental and ECEC teacher reports to describe the prevalence of
different types of early difficulties and the provision of special supports among children in IELS 2025.
Additionally, it examines support with the language of assessment among children who primarily speak
another language at home. This perspective aligns with a shift from disability-focused special education to
inclusive early education approaches that no longer require clinical labels or a formal diagnosis to provide
targeted support to young children.

Children experiencing early difficulties

On average across jurisdictions, about one in ten children in IELS 2025 are reported by their parents to
have been born prematurely or with low birth weight, and similar proportions are reported to have
experienced learning difficulties or social, emotional or behavioural difficulties by the time of assessment.
By contrast, less than 2% of children in the study are reported to have experienced sensory (hearing or
vision) or mobility difficulties, on average (Table B.6.11).

While the prevalence of premature and low-weight births is remarkably similar across jurisdictions, there
are large differences in the reported prevalence of early learning and early social, emotional or behavioural
difficulties. For instance, about three times as many children are reported to have experienced early
learning difficulties in Ceara, Para and S&o Paulo (Brazil) and in Malta compared to Korea, the Netherlands
or the United Arab Emirates (Table B.6.11). This may reflect variation in how parents understand and
define these situations across jurisdictions, but also associations with socio-economic conditions. Parents
can have accurate perceptions of children’s learning challenges, which tend to be more frequent among
children from disadvantaged backgrounds (Han et al., 2024 16]). Among the jurisdictions in IELS 2025, child
poverty rates were at least twice as high in Ceara, Para and S&o Paulo (Brazil) and Malta as they were in
Korea or the Netherlands (see Annex A).

In the same vein, the within-jurisdiction prevalence of these difficulties, as reported by parents, varies
significantly by socio-economic background (Table B.6.12). On average, the percentage of children from
disadvantaged families reported to have experienced early learning or social, emotional and/or behavioural
difficulties is twice as large as among children from advantaged backgrounds, with these differences being
more pronounced in England (United Kingdom) and in the Flemish Community (Belgium). Moreover, in
many jurisdictions, the percentage of children speaking a different language at home is also higher among
socio-economically disadvantaged children, although in Baku and Sumgait (Azerbaijan) or the United Arab
Emirates the reverse pattern holds.

Overall, results indicate that five-year-olds from low socio-economic backgrounds are also more likely to
experience other risk factors that compound their level of disadvantage towards achieving strong early
learning and development outcomes. The accumulation of socio-economic deprivation with other early
challenges may play a role in explaining why the impact of ECEC on children’s outcomes is attenuated
when population-level analyses take into account children’s socio-economic backgrounds.
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Additional supports for young children

Different types of additional supports to sustain early learning and development were provided to the
children in IELS 2025. Across jurisdictions, the most frequent of these is targeted learning support, which
19% of children, on average, and between 29% and 46% of children in Baku and Sumgait (Azerbaijan),
England (United Kingdom) and the Flemish Community (Belgium). On average, about 28% of the children
in the study received some type of special support other than support with the language of assessment
(Table B.6.13).

Figure 6.5 shows that, in most jurisdictions, children who are reported to have experienced early learning
or early social, emotional or behavioural difficulties are more likely to also have received additional supports
to address those difficulties. On average, across four types of supports, this percentage is 35 percentage
points higher among children having experienced early challenges. Similarly, children primarily speaking
a different language at home are generally more likely to have received additional support with the
language of instruction in their ECEC centres than children speaking the same language at home; on
average, this difference is of 22 percentage points. Results, therefore, suggest that, across jurisdictions in
IELS 2025, additional supports provided in the context of ECEC services are adequately targeting children
exposed to these risk factors.

Association between additional supports and early learning and development outcomes

In virtually all cases and jurisdictions, children having received additional supports have significantly lower
average scores in the ten domains of early learning and development assessed in IELS 2025 as compared
to children having not received such supports (Tables B.6.14, B.6.15 and B.6.16). This is expected in
contexts in which supports effectively target children who more often experience early learning and social,
emotional or behavioural difficulties, and who more often come from disadvantaged backgrounds.

Importantly, when the comparison is restricted to children reported to have experienced early difficulties,
the scores of children having received additional supports are also lower than those of children who did
not receive those supports (Tables B.6.14, B.6.15 and B.6.16). The same result applies to the provision of
special support with the language of assessment among children with a different home language with
regard to scores in the early literacy and numeracy domains (Table B.6.17). Albeit IELS 2025 data does
not allow to distinguish the severity of different types of early difficulties or challenges with the language of
assessment, these findings likely reflect selection effects by which these additional supports are provided
to the children experiencing the greater challenges.
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Figure 6.5. Additional supports among different groups of children

Percentage of children receiving additional supports by experience of early learning and behavioural difficulties, and
by language spoken at home

4 Experienced early difficulties
+ Did not experience early difficulties

Learning or behavioural support
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B-S (Azerbaijan) =
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Note: *Estimates for Brazil correspond to the average across the three participating states. Results in the left panel refer to learning support and
psychological or behavioural management support, comparing children who have and have not experienced learning or social, emotional and
behavioural difficulties. Results in the right panel refer to support with the language of assessment, comparing children who primarily speak the
same or a different language at home. For more information, see the I[ELS 2025 Technical Report (OECD, 20267s)).

Source: OECD, IELS 2025 Database, Table B.6.13.

Table 6.1. Early childhood education and care and additional supports: Chapter 6 figures

Figure Title

Figure 6.1 Starting age of participation in ECEC/school

Figure 6.2 Association between years in ECEC/schools and five-year-olds’ early learning and development outcomes

Figure 6.3 Association between earlier starting ages of attendance of ECEC/school and five-year-olds foundational learning domains

Figure 6.4 Variation in the association between years in ECEC/school and five-year-olds’ foundational learning domains, by socio-
economic background

Figure 6.5 Additional supports among different groups of children

StatLink = hitps://stat.link/ubzesa
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Notes

" The analysis presented in this chapter rely strongly on information from Parent questionnaires. Given low
response rates in some jurisdictions, readers are advised to interpret results with caution. See Annex B
and the IELS 2025 Technical Report (OECD, 2026g]) for more information.

2 The International Standard Classification of Education (ISCED) is the reference classification for
organising education programmes and related qualifications by education levels and fields (UNESCO-UIS/
OECD/European Union). In ISCED 2011, level 0 covers early childhood education for all ages, including
very young children. As the educational properties of ISCED O programmes can be difficult to assess
directly, several criteria are used to come up with a technical definition. For a programme to be reported
as ISCED level 0 it must have: adequate intentional educational properties; be delivered by qualified staff
members; take place in an institutionalised setting; meet a minimum intensity/duration; and be targeted at
children from age 0 until entry into ISCED level 1. Programmes classified at ISCED level 0 may be referred
to in many ways nationally, for example: early childhood education and development, play school,
reception, pre-primary, preschool, Kindergarten, Kita, Krippe or Educacién inicial. For programmes
provided in créches, day-care centres, private homes, nurseries, Tagespflege or Guarderias, it is important
to ensure that they meet the ISCED level 0 classification criteria. ISCED level 0 programmes are sub-
classified into two categories depending on age and the level of complexity of the educational content:
early childhood educational development (ISCED 01), typically aimed at very young children, aged 0-2;
and pre-primary education (ISCED 02), aimed at children in the years immediately prior to starting
compulsory schooling, typically aged 3-5.

3 Each child’s number of years in formal ECEC prior to the school year of the IELS 2025 assessment was
calculated based on parental reports about whether the child attended a national ECEC option classified
as ISCED 01 or ISCED 02 at ages 0, 1 and 2, and national ECEC options classified as ISCED 02 at ages
3 and 4. In line with the design of the study, all participating children are assumed to be enrolled in either
a pre-primary (ISCED 02) or school setting by age 5, at the time of assessment. The starting age of
participation in formal ECEC refers to the earliest age at which the child’s parent reports his or her
enrolment in an ISCED Level 0 programme.

4 Analyses in this chapter omit information about the current school year due to a high number of missing
responses in several jurisdictions and comparability problems. Intensity of participation is therefore
measured prior to the school year of the IELS 2025 assessment.

° A share of five-year-olds may not yet be enrolled education services (ISCED 02 or school settings);
therefore, caution is needed when extrapolating to the overall population of five-year-olds in each
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jurisdiction. However, enrolment rates in ECEC/school for children aged 3-5 are high in most participating
jurisdictions; see Annex A.

6 Analyses in this report, based on ISCED-classified programmes, likely underestimate actual participation
rates in formal and regulated ECEC in the Netherlands. The ISCED 01 category (early childhood
educational development) is considered not applicable in the Dutch education system. In turn, in the
Netherlands the ISCED 02 category (pre-primary education) includes early childhood education for three-
year-olds in playgroups and childcare centres, as well as the kindergarten years in primary education
(Dutch Groep 1 and Groep 2). Childcare for children aged 0-4 in the Netherlands is primarily
conceptualised as a social provision, where care and supervision are central; childcare settings
(supervision and care centres) are not formally part of the education system and fall under the Ministry of
Social Affairs and Employment. By contrast, the kindergarten years of primary education are governed by
the Ministry of Education. It is also difficult to clearly distinguish between ISCED 02 and non-ISCED 02
participation for children aged 2-4. For this age group, participation in early childhood educational
development programmes (Dutch VVE, often referred to as toddler provision) is possible. These
programmes were originally developed to support children at risk of language or developmental delays
and to facilitate a smooth transition into primary education at age 4 and were offered in targeted groups
within ECEC centres. Increasingly, however, VVE programmes have been integrated into regular childcare
provision. In practice, this means that from age 2 onwards, children in childcare often receive a combination
of care and educational activities. By distinguishing between these two types of programmes, analysis
presented in the report are also likely to underestimate participation in ISCED 02 in the Netherlands.

7 See Note 5 above.
8 See Note 6 above.

° Parental reports may differ from official records about children being formally identified with special
education needs (SEN). The background questionnaires did not collect this information.
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Annex A. Contextual indicators

Table A A.1. Demographics and living conditions

Participating
jurisdictions

Baku,
(Azerbaijan)

Ceara, Para,
Paulo (Brazil)
England
Kingdom)
Flemish
(Belgium)f
Korea
Malta

Sumgait
Séo
(United

Community

Netherlands
United Arab Emirates

Population = Population Total Living arrangements of Share of men and women
of children  of children Fertility Rate, children aged 0-17 by aged 25-34 having
under age  under age 2020 presence of parents in the completed ISCED level 5 or a
5, 2020 15, 2020 household, 2020 higher level of education,
2020
% relative % relative  Average number % living % living  Other % relative to total population of
to total to total of children born with two with one the same age
population population per woman parents parent
6.9 232 1.7 na. na. na. 25.10
7.0 20.9 1.7 na. na. na. 227
55 174 1.6 78.1a 20.82 1.1a 56.4
51 16.4 1.6 75.5 242 0.3 514
34 12.2 0.8 90.7 8.6 0.7 69.8
44 13.2 1.1 75.1 239 1.0 40.2
49 15.6 1.5 87.4 12.2 0.3 522
6.8 16.6 3.39 n.a. n.a. n.a. 55.8¢

Participating jurisdictions

Baku, Sumgait (Azerbaijan)

Ceara, Para, S&o Paulo (Brazil)

England (United Kingdom)

Flemish Community (Belgium)

Korea
Malta

Netherlands
United Arab Emirates

Child relative poverty rates, 2020

% of children aged 0-17 with an equivalized
household disposable income (i.e. after
taxes and transfers adjusted for household

X ; Length (weeks)
size) below the poverty line
6.2d 18
26.3 Private sector: 17
Public sector: 26

11.9 39

5.0 15

9.5 13
23.4¢ 14 (plus 4 weeks

optional)

10.3 16

n.a. Private sector: 8.6

Parental leave entitlements, 2020

Paid maternity leave

Public sector: 13

Average payment rate (%)

100

n.a.

31
7
82

100 (fixed rate for the
optional 4 weeks)
100
Private sector: 75
Public sector: 100

Note: OECD members are listed in black font. Partner countries/economies are listed in blue font. Sub-national jurisdictions are
listed in italics. The table presents country-level indicators. a) Data on living arrangements of children for United Kingdom from
2018; b) Data on proportion of adults with tertiary education in Azerbaijan refers to adults aged 25-64 in 2022; c) Data on
proportion of adults with tertiary education for the United Arab Emirates refers to adults aged 25 or above; d) Proportion of
Azerbaijan’s population living below the national poverty line in 2020; e) Data on child relative poverty rate for Malta is from 2021;
f) Data for the Flemish Community (Belgium) refer to the Flemish Region and one-third of the Brussels-Capital Region, except
for the indicator on living arrangements of children, which refers to the national level; g) Fertility rate data for the United Arab
Emirates refers to Emirati women only. ISCED: International Standard Classification of Education.
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Sources: Data for OECD member and accession countries: (OECD, 2026y1)), Historical population data, https://data-
explorer.oecd.org/s/4ce  (accessed on 15 January 2026) (OECD, 2025p)): OECD Family Database,
https://www.oecd.org/en/data/datasets/oecd-family-database.htm, accessed on March 13 2026l; (OECD, 2025)Adults’
educational attainment distribution, by age group and gender, https://data-explorer.oecd.org/s/4cf; Data for the Flemish
Community (Belgium) (except on children’s living arrangements): self-reported data based on information from (Statbel, 20254))
(https://statbel.fgov.be). Data for non-OECD member countries: self-reports from a survey of countries and economies
participating in  IELS 2025, Data on educational attainment in Malta: (EUROSTAT, 2025p),
https://doi.org/10.2908/EDAT LFSE 03; Data on educational attainment in Azerbaijan: (European Training Foundation,
2023))(2023): Key policy developments in education, fraining and employment - Azerbaijan 2023.
https://www.etf.europa.eu/sites/default/files/2024-01/Country%20Fiche Azerbaijan 2023 EN web.pdf accessed on October 12,
2025, Data on poverty rate in Azerbaijan: (Asian Development Bank, 20237])(2023): Basic Statistics, Asia and the Pacific 2023,
ADB Data Library, https://data.adb.org/dataset/basic-statistics-asia-and-pacific., accessed on October 12, 2025.
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Table A A.2. Early Childhood Education and Care (ECEC) systems

ECEC system .
ol ECEC Qualifications required o vatio of students
—_— . mandatory . . . to teaching staff ~ Enrolment rate
Participating (integrated under one enrolment Presence of unified curriculum for all ECEC work as a teacher in pre- in ore-orima for 3-5-vear-
jurisdictions leading authority vs. d starti centres and applicable age group primary education (ISCED P d P ti Y Id 2‘823
lit between different and starting 02) education olas,
Sp n age (ISCED 02), 2023
authorities)
Baku, Sumgait Integrated Not mandatory ~ Ages 1-6: National standards for preschool education ISCED 2: Lower secondary 15 to 202 50.2
(Azerbaijan) and a unified Preschool Education Curriculum education
Ceara, Para, Sdo Integrated Mandatory — Ages 0-5: Content guidelines for curriculum planning ISCED 6: Bachelor's or 18.7 75.5
Paulo (Brazil) from age 4 equivalent level
England (United Integrated Not mandatory ~ Ages 0-5: The Early Years Foundation Stage (EYFS) ISCED 2: Lower secondary 325 97.7¢
Kingdom) statutory framework sets curriculum standards among education
other statutory requirements
Flemish Community Split Mandatory — Ages 2.5-6: Developmental goals set by the Flemish ISCED 6: Bachelor's or 13.2 99
(Belgium) from age 5 Ministry of Education and Training equivalent level
Korea Shifting from split to Not mandatory ~ Ages 3-5: A national curriculum for kindergartens and ISCED 5: Short-cycle tertiary 1.7 95.7
integrated system childcare centres education
Ages 0-2: A standard care curriculum for childcare
centres
Malta Integrated Not mandatory Ages 0-3: National standards for ECEC services ISCED 4: Post-secondary non- 14p 85.6 (3-year-olds);
Ages 0-7: National education policy goals tertiary education 90.5 (5-year-olds)
Netherlands Split Not mandatory No national curriculum framework, but general ISCED 3: Upper secondary 15.9 93.2
pedagogical guidelines education
United Arab Emirates Split Not mandatory Ages 4-6: National curriculum framework ISCED 6: Bachelor's or 202 n.a.

equivalent level

Note: OECD members are listed in black font. Partner countries/economies are listed in blue font. Sub-national jurisdictions are listed in italics. The table presents country-level indicators. a) Data for Azerbaijan and
the United Arab Emirates is based in on self-reports; b) Data for Malta refers to Maximum number of children at age 4 allowed per core practitioner; ¢) The enrolment rate in the United Kingdom refers to 4-
year-olds only.

Source: Self-reports from a survey of jurisdictions participating in [ELS 2025. Ratio of students to teaching staff in pre-primary education and enrolment in ECEC: (OECD, 2024g)) Education at a Glance,
https://doi.org/10.1787/c00cad36-en Students-to-teacher ratio for Malta: European Commission, EACEA, (Eurydice, 2025;9])(2025), Key data on early childhood education and care in Europe — 2025,
https://eurydice.eacea.ec.europa.eu/publications/key-data-early-childhood-education-and-care-europe-2025; accessed on March 24, 2025.
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The first five years of a child's life represent a critical window of opportunity, but also of vulnerability. Strong early

skills prepare children to succeed in education and to develop into healthy, well-adjusted adults. But a poor start can
hinder these positive trajectories. For countries, few investments yield greater long-term benefits than ensuring that all
children acquire solid foundational skills.

The International Early Learning and Child Well Being Study (IELS) provides countries with comparative data
on children’s early learning and development. It helps governments understand how early outcomes relate
to experiences and environments influenced by early years policies.

The study combines direct and indirect assessments of the foundational learning, executive function and social
and emotional skills of five-year-olds in schools and early childhood education and care (ECEC) settings. It also collected
information on children’s characteristics, home environments and participation in ECEC from parents and staff.

This report presents the main findings from IELS 2025 and sets the stage for deeper analysis of progress and gaps
across children’s learning trajectories.
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