EDUCATION ATTAINMENT

A well-educated and well-trained population is essential for
the social and economic well-being of countries. Education
plays a key role in providing individuals with the
knowledge, skills and competencies needed to participate
effectively in society and in the economy. It also contributes
to the expansion of scientific and cultural knowledge.
Educational attainment is a commonly used proxy for the
stock of “human capital”, i.e. the skills available in the
population and the labour force.

Definition

Educational attainment refers to the highest level of
education completed by each person, shown as a
percentage of all persons in that age group. Tertiary
education includes both tertiary-type “A programmes”,
which are largely theoretically-based and designed to
provide qualifications for entry to advanced research
programmes and professions with high skill requirements;
and tertiary-type “B programmes”, which are more
occupationally-oriented and lead to direct labour market
access. Upper secondary education typically follows
completion of lower secondary schooling. Lower secondary
education completes provision of basic education, usually

Overview

OECD countries have seen significant increases in the
proportion of the adult population attaining tertiary
education over the last decades. In 15 OECD countries
the share of the population aged 25-64 having attained
the tertiary level of education is 30% or more. In Canada,
Japan, New Zealand and the United States, this share is
significantly higher. Conversely, in the Czech Republic,
Italy and Turkey the share of the population 25 to 64 with
tertiary attainment is below 14%.

An indication of long term trends in educational
attainment can be obtained by comparing the current
attainment levels of younger and older age cohorts.

For instance, comparing the tertiary attainment levels of
25-34 year olds with those of 55-64 year olds shows an
increase in tertiary attainment for Korea over the past
30 years exceeding 40 percentage points; this is more
than 30 percentage points higher than the OECD
average. In contrast, other OECD countries over the same
period experienced only marginal increases (United
States) or even falls (Germany).

The overall growth in the number of individuals who
have completed tertiary education provides a
complementary indication of the increase in the stock of
human capital available in each country. The number of
individuals that have attained tertiary education has
increased each year by 7% or more in Ireland, Poland,
Portugal, Spain, and Turkey. In Ireland, Spain and Turkey,
the overall population growth has put additional strains
on the higher education system, whereas this has been
of less concern in Germany and Japan.
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in a more subject-oriented way and with more specialised
teachers.

Comparability

The International Standard Classification of Education
(ISCED-97) is used to define the levels of education in a
comparable way across countries. See the OECD Handbook
for Internationally Comparative Education Statistics for a
description of ISCED-97 education programmes and
attainment levels and their mappings for each country.
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EDUCATION ATTAINMENT
Education attainment
As a percentage of total population in that age group
Population with tertiary education, 2007 Population aged 25-64
Below upper secondary Upper Secon?]ary and post-secondary Tertiary education
2564 2534 3544 4554 5564 on-tertiary

1997 1998 2007 1997 1998 2007 1997 1998 2007
Australia 33.7 40.7 339 32.2 26.6 46.7 44.0 318 29.0 30.6 34.4 243 254 337
Austria 17.6 18.9 19.1 17.5 13.9 26.4 25.8 19.9 63.0 60.5 62.6 10.6 13.7 17.6
Belgium 321 413 355 28.3 223 45.0 433 32.0 299 314 35.9 25.1 253 321
Canada 48.3 55.8 52.6 446 389 223 214 13.4 40.3 404 38.3 374 382 48.3
Czech Republic 13.7 15.5 14.3 14.2 10.7 15.0 14.7 9.5 743 749 76.8 10.6 104 13.7
Denmark 322 40.1 34.1 30.4 242 . 215 245 . 532 433 . 254 322
Finland 36.4 39.3 427 35.8 282 317 31.0 19.5 38.9 38.8 442 294 30.2 36.4
France 26.8 414 28.7 19.8 16.6 405 39.3 313 39.5 40.1 419 20.0 206 26.8
Germany 24.3 226 257 251 231 16.8 16.2 15.6 60.6 60.8 60.1 22.6 23.0 24.3
Greece 227 28.1 259 20.7 14.1 55.9 54.1 404 286 291 36.9 15.5 16.8 227
Hungary 17.7 220 174 15.8 15.7 37.0 36.7 20.8 50.8 50.1 61.2 12.2 13.2 18.0
Iceland 29.8 31.0 354 279 226 439 446 355 353 34.4 34.7 20.9 21.0 298
Ireland 32.2 439 343 25.2 175 50.4 48.7 324 26.8 30.2 35.4 22.8 211 32.2
Italy 13.6 18.9 14.0 1.3 9.0 . 59.3 47.7 . 321 38.7 . 8.6 13.6
Japan 41.0 53.7 46.2 414 239 20.3 20.0 . 49.1 494 59.0 30.6 30.6 41.0
Korea 346 55.5 40.0 21.0 109 37.9 33.6 221 423 43.9 433 19.8 225 34.6
Luxembourg 26.5 35.7 273 220 18.9 . . 343 . . 39.2 . . 26.5
Mexico 15.9 19.5 15.9 14.9 9.0 722 72.0 66.7 15.8 15.8 18.4 12.0 12.2 14.9
Netherlands 30.8 36.7 30.8 30.2 25.8 . 35.7 26.8 . 401 424 . 242 30.8
New Zealand 41.0 47.3 414 39.4 347 39.0 38.0 284 335 339 30.6 275 28.1 41.0
Norway 34.2 427 36.2 30.8 26.5 17.0 15.4 21.1 57.2 57.2 447 25.8 27.4 34.2
Poland 18.7 30.0 17.7 12.8 12.3 23.0 21.7 13.7 66.8 67.4 67.6 10.2 10.9 18.7
Portugal 13.7 214 13.6 104 74 . 82.1 725 . 9.6 13.8 . 8.3 13.7
Slovak Republic 141 175 13.0 13.8 10.8 21.4 19.8 13.0 68.1 69.9 72.9 10.5 10.3 141
Spain 29.0 389 322 227 15.9 68.8 67.1 493 12.6 13.2 21.7 18.6 19.7 29.0
Sweden 313 40.0 31.0 289 259 24.7 23.9 15.4 478 481 53.3 275 28.0 31.3
Switzerland 313 35.0 33.8 30.0 25.6 18.7 16.4 14.6 59.1 61.4 55.5 222 222 29.9
Turkey 10.8 13.6 9.6 8.8 79 79.0 78.2 7.3 134 14.4 17.9 7.6 75 10.8
United Kingdom 31.8 37.1 323 30.5 25.1 40.9 39.9 317 36.5 36.3 36.5 226 238 31.8
United States 40.3 40.4 422 39.6 38.5 141 135 121 51.8 516 47.6 341 349 40.3
OECD average 275 34.2 29.2 249 20.1 37.0 37.8 29.8 426 41.8 43.2 20.4 20.5 274
Brazil 9.6 10.0 9.5 10.1 8.2 . . 63.2 . . 272 . . 9.6
Chile 13.2 18.3 125 1.4 87 . . 50.0 . . 36.9 . . 13.2
Estonia 333 346 337 35.5 284 . . 10.9 . . 55.8 . . 336
Israel 43.6 415 458 441 435 . . 19.6 . . 36.8 . . 436
Russian Federation 54.0 55.5 58.1 54.3 445 . . 141 . . 34.0 . . 54.9
Slovenia 22.2 30.1 226 19.5 15.6 . . 18.2 . 59.6 22.2
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