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Reader’s Guide

This section introduces some of the terminology used in this publication.

Levels of education
Education systems vary considerably from country to country, including the ages at

which students typically begin and end each phase of schooling, the duration of courses,

and what students are taught and expected to learn. These variations greatly complicate

the compilation of internationally comparable statistics on education. In response, the

United Nations created an International Standard Classification of Education (ISCED),

which provides a basis for comparing different education systems and a standard

terminology.

The table below introduces this system of classification and explains what is meant by

each level of education. Readers should note that this publication uses slightly simplified

terminology, which differs from that used in both the ISCED classification and in Education

at a Glance 2008. The table shows the equivalent terms in the two publications, the ISCED

classifications, and definitions of what it all means. 

Term used to describe levels of education
in Education at a Glance 2008
ISCED classification (and subcategories)

Term generally used in this publication

Pre-primary education
ISCED 0

Pre-primary education
The first stage of organised instruction designed to introduce very young
children to the school atmosphere. Minimum entry age of 3. 

Primary education
ISCED 1

Primary education
Designed to provide a sound basic education in reading, writing and mathematics 
and a basic understanding of some other subjects. Entry age: between 5 and 7. 
Duration: 6 years.

Lower secondary education
ISCED 2 (subcategories: 2A prepares students
for continuing academic education, leading to 3A; 2B has 
stronger vocational focus, leading to 3B; 2C offers 
preparation for entering workforce)

Lower secondary education
Completes provision of basic education, usually in a more subject-oriented
way with more specialist teachers. Entry follows 6 years of primary education; 
duration is 3 years. In some countries, the end of this level marks the end
of compulsory education.

Upper secondary education
ISCED 3 (subcategories: 3A prepares students
for university-level education at level 5A ; 3B for entry
to vocationally-oriented tertiary education at level 5B; 3C 
prepares students for workforce or for post-secondary
non-tertiary education, ISCED 4. 

Upper secondary education
Even stronger subject specialisation than at lower secondary level, with teachers 
usually more qualified. Students typically expected to have completed 9 years
of education or lower secondary schooling before entry and are generally around 
the age of 15 or 16.

Post-secondary non-tertiary education
ISCED 4 (subcategories: 4A may prepare students
for entry to tertiary education, both university-level
and vocationally-oriented education; 4B typically prepares 
students to enter the workforce)

Post-secondary non-tertiary education
Programmes at this level may be regarded nationally as part of upper secondary 
or post-secondary education, but in terms of international comparison their 
status is less clear cut. Programme content may not be much more advanced
than in upper secondary, and is certainly lower than at tertiary level. Entry typically 
requires completion of an upper secondary programme. Duration usually 
equivalent to between 6 months and 2 years of full-time study.
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For fuller definitions and explanations of the ISCED standard, go to

www.unesco.org/education/information/nfsunesco/doc/isced_1997.htm.

Country coverage

Sections 1 to 4: In the interest of simplifying figures and tables, data in the first four

sections refer only to OECD countries. Readers should note that data in the full edition of

Education at a Glance 2008 cover a number of additional partner countries and territories.

Special Section – PISA: Data in the special section on PISA cover all countries and

territories that took part in the most recent round of PISA.

Belgium: Data on Belgium may be applicable only to either the Flemish Community or

the French Community. Where this is the case, the text and figures refer to Belgium (Fl) for

the Flemish Community, and Belgium (Fr) for the French Community.

EU19: The European Union countries prior to the Union’s expansion in 2004, plus the

four Eastern European member countries of the OECD, namely the Czech Republic,

Hungary, Poland, the Slovak Republic.

EU25: The 25 members of the EU following the 2004 expansion (and excluding

Romania and Bulgaria, which entered in 2007).

Notes to tables and figures

See the relevant indicator in Education at a Glance 2008 or click on the hyperlink in the

source.

Tertiary education
ISCED 5 (subcategories 5A and 5B, see below)

Tertiary education
ISCED 5 is the first stage of tertiary education (the second—ISCED 6—involves 
advanced research). At level 5, it is often more useful to distinguish between
two subcategories: 5A, which represents longer and more theoretical programmes; 
and 5B, where programmes are shorter and more practically oriented. Note, though, 
that as tertiary education differs greatly between countries, the demarcation 
between these two subcategories is not always clear cut.

Tertiary-type A
ISCED 5A

University-level education
“Long-stream” programmes that are theory based and aimed at preparing 
students for further research or to give access to highly skilled professions,
such as medicine or architecture. Entry preceded by 13 years of education, 
students typically required to have completed upper secondary or post-secondary 
non-tertiary education. Duration equivalent to at least 3 years
of full-time study, but 4 is more usual.

Tertiary-type B
ISCED 5B

Vocationally oriented tertiary education
“Short-stream” programmes that are more practically oriented or focus
on the skills needed for students to directly enter specific occupations. Entry 
preceded by 13 years of education; students may require mastery of specific 
subjects studied at levels 3B or 4A. Duration equivalent to at least 2 years
of full-time study, but 3 is more usual.

Advanced research programmes
ISCED 6

Advanced research programmes
The second stage of tertiary education. Programmes are devoted to advanced 
study and original research.

Term used to describe levels of education
in Education at a Glance 2008
ISCED classification (and subcategories)

Term generally used in this publication

http://www.unesco.org/education/information/nfsunesco/doc/isced_1997.htm
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Symbols for missing data:
A number of symbols are employed in the tables and figures to denote missing data:

c There are too few observations to provide reliable estimates (i.e. there are fewer than 3%

of students for this cell or too few schools for valid inferences). However, these statistics

were included in the calculation of cross-country averages.

m Data are not available. In a few cases, data have been included in other categories (see

Tables 1.2-1.4).

n Magnitude is either negligible or zero.



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), “Reader's Guide”, in Highlights from Education at a Glance 2008, OECD Publishing, Paris.

DOI: https://doi.org/10.1787/eag_highlights-2008-2-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-2008-2-en

	Foreword
	Table of Contents
	Reader’s Guide
	1. Education Levels and Student Numbers
	To what level have adults studied?
	Significance
	Findings
	Trends
	Definitions
	Further reading from OECD
	Figure 1.1. Population that has attained upper secondary education, 2006
	Figure 1.2. Population that has attained tertiary education, 2006

	What subjects did adults study in tertiary education?
	Significance
	Findings
	Trends
	Definitions
	Figure 1.3. Generational differences in social sciences and in education, 2004
	Table 1.1. Fields of education, 2004

	Who participates in education?
	Significance
	Findings
	Trends
	Definitions
	Figure 1.4. Enrolment rates of 20-29 year-olds (1995, 2006)
	Table 1.2. Enrolment rates by age, 2006

	How many secondary students go on to tertiary education?
	Significance
	Findings
	Trends
	Definitions
	Figure 1.5. Upper secondary graduation rates (1995, 2006)
	Figure 1.6. Entry rates to university-level education (1995, 2000 and 2006)

	How many students enrol in vocational programmes?
	Significance
	Findings
	Definitions
	Table 1.3. Upper secondary enrolment patterns, 2006

	How many young people graduate from tertiary education?
	Significance
	Findings
	Trends
	Definitions
	Further reading from OECD
	Figure 1.7. Graduation rates from university-level education (1995, 2006)
	Figure 1.8. Graduation rates from university-level education by gender, 2006

	How many students drop out of tertiary education?
	Significance
	Findings
	Definitions
	Further reading from OECD
	Figure 1.9. Dropout rates in tertiary education, 2005
	Figure 1.10. Completion rates in university-level education, 2005

	How do men and women differ in education levels?
	Significance
	Findings
	Trends
	Definitions
	Table 1.4. Graduation rates for boys and girls in upper secondary education, 2006
	Figure 1.11. Proportion of women entering various fields of education at tertiary level, 2006

	How successful are students in moving from education to work?
	Significance
	Findings
	Trends
	Definitions
	Further reading from OECD
	Figure 1.12. Percentage of 25-29 year-olds who are unemployed and not in education, 2006
	Figure 1.13. Percentage of 15-19 year-olds who are not in the labour market or the education system, 2006

	How much training are adults doing?
	Significance
	Findings
	Definitions
	Further reading from OECD
	Figure 1.14. Job training for 55-64 year-olds compared with 25-34 year-olds, 2003
	Figure 1.15. Expected hours of job training for 25-64 year-olds by level of educational attainment, 2003

	How many students study abroad?
	Significance
	Findings
	Trends
	Definitions
	Further reading from OECD
	Figure 1.16. Percentage of international students enrolled in tertiary education, 2006
	Figure 1.17. Proportion of international/foreign students in total graduates, 2006

	Where do students go to study?
	Significance
	Findings
	Trends
	Definitions
	Further reading from OECD
	Figure 1.18. Trends in market share for international education (2000, 2006)
	Figure 1.19. Average tuition fees charged to international students, 2004

	Is there a blue-collar barrier in higher education?
	Significance
	Findings
	Definitions
	Further reading from OECD
	Figure 1.20. Occupational status of students’ fathers, 2004
	Figure 1.21. Educational status of students’ fathers, 2004


	2. The Economic Benefits of Education
	How much more do tertiary graduates earn?
	Significance
	Findings
	Definitions
	Further reading from OECD
	Figure 2.1. Relative earnings from employment, 2006

	How does education affect employment rates?
	Significance
	Findings
	Trends
	Definitions
	Figure 2.2. Employment rates by level of educational attainment, 2006

	What are the incentives for people to invest in education?
	Significance
	Findings
	Definitions
	Further reading from OECD
	Figure 2.3. Private internal rates of return (IRR) for a young person attaining tertiary education, 2004
	Figure 2.4. Private internal rates of return (IRR) for a person aged 40 attaining tertiary education, 2004

	What are the incentives for societies to invest in education?
	Significance
	Findings
	Definitions
	Further reading from OECD
	Figure 2.5. Public internal rates of return (IRR) for a young person attaining tertiary education, 2004
	Figure 2.6. Public internal rates of return (IRR) for a person aged 40 attaining tertiary education, 2004


	3. Paying for Education
	How much is spent per student?
	Significance
	Findings
	Definitions
	Figure 3.1. Annual expenditure per student, 2005
	Figure 3.2. Expenditure at secondary or tertiary levels relative to primary levels, 2005

	Has spending per student increased?
	Significance
	Findings
	Definitions
	Further reading from OECD
	Figure 3.3. Trends in expenditure per student (2000, 2005)

	What share of national wealth is spent on education?
	Significance
	Findings
	Trends
	Definitions
	Figure 3.4. Trends in education expenditure as a percentage of GDP (1995, 2005)
	Figure 3.5. Expenditure as a percentage of GDP by level of education, 2005

	What share of public spending goes on education?
	Significance
	Findings
	Trends
	Definitions
	Figure 3.6. Trends in spending on education as a percentage of total public expenditure (2000, 2005)
	Figure 3.7. Total public expenditure as a percentage of GDP (2000, 2005)

	What is the role of private spending?
	Significance
	Findings
	Trends
	Definitions
	Further reading from OECD
	Figure 3.8. Share of private expenditure on educational institutions, 2005
	Figure 3.9. Trends in share of private expenditure (2000, 2005)

	How much do tertiary students pay?
	Significance
	Findings
	Definitions
	Further reading from OECD
	Figure 3.10. Tuition fees in tertiary education, 2004/5
	Figure 3.11. Public subsidies for tertiary education, 2005

	What are education funds spent on?
	Significance
	Findings
	Definitions
	Figure 3.12. Staff costs as a proportion of current expenditure in education, 2005
	Figure 3.13. Expenditure on services and research in tertiary education, 2005

	How efficiently are resources used in education?
	Significance
	Findings
	Definitions
	Figure 3.14. Relationship between PISA performance and spending (2005, 2006)
	Figure 3.15. Salary cost per student as a percentage of GDP per capita, 2005


	4. The School Environment
	How long do students spend in the classroom?
	Significance
	Findings
	Definitions
	Further reading from OECD
	Figure 4.1. Total number of instruction hours in public institutions, 2006
	Figure 4.2. Instruction time by subject, 2006

	How many students are in each classroom?
	Significance
	Findings
	Trends
	Definitions
	Further reading from OECD
	Figure 4.3. Trends in average class size in primary education (2000, 2006)
	Figure 4.4. Average class size in public and private institutions, 2006

	How much are teachers paid?
	Significance
	Findings
	Trends
	Definitions
	Further reading from OECD
	Figure 4.5. Teachers’ salaries in lower secondary education, 2006
	Figure 4.6. Ratio of teachers’ salaries to GDP per capita, 2006
	Figure 4.7. Trends in teachers’ salaries in lower secondary education (1996, 2006)

	How much time do teachers spend teaching?
	Significance
	Findings
	Definitions
	Further reading from OECD
	Figure 4.8. Annual teaching hours by education level, 2006
	Figure 4.9. Percentage of teachers working time spent teaching, 2006

	Who are the teachers?
	Significance
	Findings
	Trends
	Definitions
	Further reading from OECD
	Figure 4.10. Teachers’ age distribution, OECD average, 2006
	Figure 4.11. Gender distribution of teachers in OECD countries, 2006
	Figure 4.12. Gender distribution of teachers, OECD average, 2006


	Special Section: Introducing PISA
	What is PISA?
	Introduction
	Key features of PISA
	How PISA reports results
	Definitions for this section
	Further reading from OECD
	A map of PISA countries and economies

	What can students do in science?
	Significance
	Findings
	Definitions
	Further reading from OECD
	Figure S.1. Student performance in science in PISA 2006

	What can students do in reading?
	Significance
	Findings
	Definitions
	Further reading from OECD
	Figure S.2. Student performance in reading in PISA 2006

	What can students do in mathematics?
	Significance
	Findings
	Definitions
	Further reading from OECD
	Figure S.3. Student performance in mathematics in PISA 2006

	How do girls and boys do in science?
	Significance
	Findings
	Definitions
	Further reading from OECD
	Figure S.4. Gender differences in student performance in science in PISA 2006

	How does student performance vary between and within schools?
	Significance
	Findings
	Definitions
	Further reading from OECD
	Figure S.5. “Within-school” and “between-school” variation from the OECD average in science in PISA 2006

	How well do immigrant students do?
	Significance
	Findings
	Definitions
	Further reading from OECD
	Figure S.6. Performance of immigrant students in science in PISA 2006
	Figure S.7. Percentage of immigrant students who perform poorly in PISA 2006


	Statistical Note



