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1. EDUCATION LEVELS AND STUDENT NUMBERS

How many secondary students go on to tertiary education?

– On average across the OECD area, 83% of young people
graduate from upper secondary education.

– In the past 11 years, the proportion of students graduat-
ing at this level in OECD countries has increased by an
average of 7 percentage points.

– In total across the OECD area, 56% of young people will
go on to university-level education.

Significance

This indicator shows how many students finish
secondary education and then make the transition
into tertiary education. Completing upper secondary
education does not in itself guarantee that students
are adequately equipped with the basic skills and
knowledge necessary to enter the labour market or
tertiary studies. However, research has shown that
young people in OECD countries who do not finish
secondary education face severe difficulties when it
comes to finding work.

Findings

Across the OECD area, 83% of young people finish
upper secondary education. In 22 of 24 OECD coun-
tries with comparable data, upper secondary gradua-
tion rates exceed 70%, while in the Czech Republic,
Finland, Germany, Greece, Iceland, Japan, Korea and
Norway, they equal or exceed 90%.

In most countries, upper secondary education is
designed to prepare students to enter university-level
education (tertiary-type A). In Austria, Germany and
Switzerland, however, students are more likely to
graduate from upper secondary programmes that lead
to vocationally oriented tertiary education (tertiary-
type B), where courses typically run for two years with
a focus on practical, technical or occupational skills.

In total across the OECD area, 56% of young people
will go on to university-level education. In Australia,
Finland, Hungary, Iceland, New Zealand, Norway,
Poland, the Slovak Republic and Sweden, this rises to
at least 65%, while in the United States the level
stands at 64% (although this includes both university-
level and vocationally oriented tertiary education).
Turkey has seen a large increase in the number of
students entering university-level education, but its
entry rate is only 31% and it remains, with Mexico, at
the bottom of the scale.

The proportion entering vocationally oriented tertiary
education is generally smaller in OECD countries,
mainly because these programmes are less developed.

In OECD countries for which data are available, 16%
of young adults, on average, enter these sorts of
programmes, while 2.8% will eventually enter
advanced research programmes.

Trends

Graduation from upper secondary education has
effectively become the norm in most OECD countries.
In recent years, the highest growth has occurred in
Greece, Norway, Sweden and Turkey, while in
Germany, Japan, New Zealand, the Slovak Republic,
and the United States graduation levels have
remained stable. The proportion of students in Mexico
and Turkey graduating from upper secondary educa-
tion has increased considerably since 2000, thus
reducing the gap with other OECD countries.

Definitions

The data for the 2005-06 school year are based on the
UOE data collection on education statistics, adminis-
tered annually by the OECD. Upper secondary gradua-
tion rates are estimated as the number of students,
regardless of age, who graduate for the first time from
upper secondary programmes, divided by the popula-
tion at the age at which students typically graduate
from upper secondary education. The net entry rate to
tertiary education for a specific age is obtained by
dividing the number of first-time entrants of that age
to each type of tertiary education by the total popula-
tion in the corresponding age group. The sum of net
entry rates is calculated by adding the rates for each
year of age.

Going further

For additional material, notes and a full explana-
tion of sourcing and methodologies, see Education
at a Glance 2008 (Indicator A2).

Areas covered include:

– Current upper secondary graduation rates and
trends.

– Graduation rates from post-secondary non-ter-
tiary education.

– Entry rate by field of education.
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Figure 1.5. Upper secondary graduation rates (1995, 2006)

This figure shows the growth – or otherwise – in the numbers of young people graduating from upper secondary education.

Source: OECD (2008), Education at a Glance 2008, Table A2.2, available at http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/401482730488.

Figure 1.6. Entry rates to university-level education (1995, 2000 and 2006)

This figure shows the growth – or otherwise – in the percentage of young people entering university-level education. Entry
rates have risen in most OECD countries.

Source: OECD (2008), Education at a Glance 2008, Table A2.5, available at http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/401482730488.

%

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

70

80

90

100

1995 2006

Germ
an

y

Gree
ce

Fin
lan

d
Kor

ea
Ja

pa
n

Nor
way

Ice
lan

d

Cze
ch

 R
ep

ub
lic

Switz
erl

an
d

Unit
ed

 King
do

m
Ire

lan
d

Den
mark Ita

ly

Hun
ga

ry

OEC
D av

er
ag

e

Slov
ak

 R
ep

ub
lic

Can
ad

a

Pola
nd

Unit
ed

 Stat
es

Swed
en

New
 Ze

ala
nd

Spa
in

Lu
xe

mbo
urg

Tu
rke

y

Mex
ico

%

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

70

80

90

100

2006 19952000

Aus
tra

lia

Ice
lan

d

Pola
nd

Fin
lan

d

Swed
en

New
 Zea

lan
d

Slov
ak

 Rep
ub

lic

Norw
ay

Hun
ga

ry

Unit
ed

 Stat
es

Kore
a

Den
mark

Neth
erl

an
ds

Unit
ed

 King
do

m

OEC
D av

era
ge Ita

ly

Port
ug

al

Czec
h R

ep
ub

lic

Gree
ce

Ja
pa

n
Spa

in

Ire
lan

d

Aus
tria

Switze
rla

nd

Germ
an

y

Belg
ium

Mex
ico

Tu
rke

y

http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/401482730488
http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/401482730488


From:
Highlights from Education at a Glance 2008

Access the complete publication at:
https://doi.org/10.1787/9789264040625-en

Please cite this chapter as:

OECD (2009), “How many secondary students go on to tertiary education?”, in Highlights from Education at
a Glance 2008, OECD Publishing, Paris.

DOI: https://doi.org/10.1787/eag_highlights-2008-6-en

This work is published under the responsibility of the Secretary-General of the OECD. The opinions expressed and arguments
employed herein do not necessarily reflect the official views of OECD member countries.

This document and any map included herein are without prejudice to the status of or sovereignty over any territory, to the
delimitation of international frontiers and boundaries and to the name of any territory, city or area.

You can copy, download or print OECD content for your own use, and you can include excerpts from OECD publications,
databases and multimedia products in your own documents, presentations, blogs, websites and teaching materials, provided
that suitable acknowledgment of OECD as source and copyright owner is given. All requests for public or commercial use and
translation rights should be submitted to rights@oecd.org. Requests for permission to photocopy portions of this material for
public or commercial use shall be addressed directly to the Copyright Clearance Center (CCC) at info@copyright.com or the
Centre français d’exploitation du droit de copie (CFC) at contact@cfcopies.com.

https://doi.org/10.1787/9789264040625-en
https://doi.org/10.1787/eag_highlights-2008-6-en



