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1

Introduction

The reporting of international education statistics by large international organisa‐
tions like the Organisation for Economic Co‐operation and Development (OECD) or
the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) has
increased considerably in the last 15 years.1 Such statistics get unprecedented at‐
tention by political actors in individual countries, particularly since the quality of
the reported data has improved substantially since the 1980s. The development of
the OECD’s Programme of International Student Assessment (PISA) studies can also
be seen as an indicator for the increasing interest in international education
benchmarking, focusing on the actual academic performance of 15 year olds (in e.g.
reading or mathematics) rather than current enrolments in education or highest
educational attainment of the general population. More than ever before, educa‐
tional systems abroad become an important point of reference for national educa‐
tion policies.
In addition, over the last decades, more and more cross‐national survey data sets
including more and more countries have become available to researchers.2 This de‐
velopment gave rise to a previously unequalled popularity of cross‐nationally com‐
parative social research. Educational attainment is one of the standard demo‐
1
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See e.g. the OECD’s now annual “Education at a Glance: OECD Indicators” series of which
the first volume was published in 1992 (latest version: OECD, 2007), or the UNESCO’s
annual “Global Education Digest”, published since 2003 (latest version: UNESCO Institute
for Statistics, 2007).
See e.g. the Eurobarometer (since 1970; http://europa.eu.int/comm/public_opinion/),
the European and World Values Studies (EVS and WVS, since 1981 and 1991 respec‐
tively; http://www.europeanvalues.nl/ and http://www.worldvaluessurvey.org/), the In‐
ternational Social Survey Programme (ISSP, since 1983; http://www.issp.org/), the Euro‐
pean Community Household Panel (ECHP, 1994–2001), the European Union Labour
Force Survey (EU‐LFS, since 1998), the Programme for International Student Assessment
(PISA, since 2000; http://www.pisa.oecd.org/), the European Social Survey (ESS, since
2002; www.europeansocialsurvey.org), and the European Union Statistics on Income
and Living Conditions (EU‐SILC, since 2004). For details on most of these and other cross‐
national surveys, see Heath et al. (2005).
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graphic variables recorded in all cross‐national surveys, and is used in most empiri‐
cal studies either as a main variable (e.g. in social stratification and mobility or la‐
bour market research) or as a control variable.
Cross‐nationally comparable measurement of educational attainment (and other
education related information) is therefore one of the most important challenges
of comparative survey research and large‐scale statistical reporting. The construc‐
tion of instruments for the cross‐nationally comparable measurement of education
however is a very difficult undertaking, since educational systems vary to a sub‐
stantial degree between different countries and sometimes even between lower
level administrative units within countries. Yet, for cross‐national research, the
educational programmes and qualifications offered have to be systematically
mapped to measurement instruments that must be at least functionally equivalent
across countries.
However, it is not only the demand for cross‐nationally comparable measures of
education for statistical reporting and use by survey researchers that has increased,
but also the complexity of the task of providing such measures: The structure of
educational systems has changed substantially over the last decades. New educa‐
tional programmes and qualifications have appeared, and the boundaries that have
traditionally separated different types of education have weakened (OECD, 1999:
7). The increasing complexity of educational systems, more choice between differ‐
ent types of certificates and many countries’ efforts to increase equity in education
have imposed additional difficulties for the international comparability of educa‐
tional programmes and qualifications. Comparability across time is therefore an‐
other aspect that measures of educational attainment (cross‐national or not) have
to take into account.
Different user communities have developed different ways of dealing with the
problem of cross‐nationally comparable measurement of education: the UNESCO
introduced the ‘International Standard Classification of Education’ (ISCED) in 1976,
mainly for its own use and that of other statistical agencies, e.g. the OECD. Some
social researchers, particularly in the United States, resorted to (sometimes ‘vir‐
tual’) years of schooling as a proxy variable for educational attainment (e.g. Tre‐
iman and Yip, 1989; Ganzeboom and Treiman, 1993). Others used scaling ap‐
proaches in order to convert national education categories to a common metric,
based on a construct highly correlated with educational attainment (e.g. Treiman
and Terrell, 1975; Smith and Garnier, 1987), or on the ordinal distribution of educa‐
tion (Sørensen, 1983). More in line with the UNESCO’s approach, a group of Euro‐
pean sociologists developed their own classification of educational attainment, the
‘CASMIN Educational Classification’ (König et al., 1988; Brauns and Steinmann,
1999; Brauns et al., 2003), which was used in a number of seminal cross‐national
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studies on social stratification and mobility (e.g. Müller et al., 1990; Erikson and
Goldthorpe, 1992; Müller and Karle, 1993; Shavit and Müller, 1998).3
Structural changes in national education systems as well as a number of insufficien‐
cies of the ISCED have brought about its revision in 1997 (‘ISCED‐97’). The ISCED‐97
marks a significant improvement over the ISCED‐76, as it allows one to measure the
level and type of education and training in much more detail, and is far better
documented. Simplified versions of the ISCED‐97 have been implemented in the
first large‐scale cross‐national surveys, e.g. in the PISA studies, the EU‐LFS and the
ESS.
Although the OECD and UNESCO have used the ISCED‐97 extensively over the last
ten years for their statistical reports, and although it is increasingly used in cross‐
national surveys, the validity of the ‘new’ ISCED has not yet been thoroughly as‐
sessed. More particularly, the ISCED‐97 was mainly developed for statistical report‐
ing of current enrolments in education, and it is largely unclear if it is equally suit‐
able for measuring educational attainment covering the whole population. Gener‐
ally speaking, efforts to validate harmonised measures of educational attainment
are scarce. The few available studies (Braun and Müller, 1997; Kerckhoff and Dylan,
1999; Kerckhoff et al., 2002) restrict their validation to a small number of countries,
evaluate the ISCED‐76 rather than the new version, or evaluate other measures of
educational attainment than the ISCED.
Therefore, in this book, we conduct an evaluation of the ISCED‐97 for 15 European
countries. The implementation of the ISCED‐97 is examined in detail, for example
by checking if the ISCED concepts and criteria are applied as set out in the available
documentation, and if important differences between national educational attain‐
ment categories are reflected in the ISCED‐97. Finally, consistency checks compar‐
ing the distribution of educational attainment according to the ISCED‐97 in two dif‐
ferent data sources, namely large national data sets and the EU‐LFS, are performed
in all countries but Bulgaria (for lack of appropriate data).4
This chapter serves as a general introduction and summarises the results from the
15 countries. Firstly, the ISCED‐97 is described in some detail. Then, the synthesised
results of the evaluation of the ISCED‐97 in the 15 countries covered are presented,
highlighting a number of problems that emerge when applying the ISCED‐97 to na‐
tional data. In the final chapter, some suggestions for data collection and coding for
3

4

For a detailed discussion of these different solutions of measuring educational attain‐
ment in a cross‐nationally comparable way, see Braun and Müller (1997).
The anonymised EU Labour Force Survey micro‐data was provided by Eurostat via the
Centre National de la Recherche Scientifique (contract number LFS/2006/10) for use in
the EQUALSOC research team “Evaluation of the International Standard Classification of
Education (ISCED 1997) for Comparative Research”. The results and conclusions are the
responsibility of the editor and authors of this book and not those of Eurostat, the Euro‐
pean Commission or any of the national authorities whose data have been used.
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comparative surveys are made, and an outlook on a possible future revision of the
ISCED is given.

2

The ISCED‐97

In order to compare aspects of education cross‐nationally, “it is necessary that the
required data become available for the different countries on the basis of an inter‐
nationally accepted standard classification scheme encompassing all types of edu‐
cational programmes that a country can possibly have” (UNESCO, 1999: 4). The
ISCED is designed to serve as such a scheme, and is supposed to be suitable for as‐
sembling and presenting comparable education statistics (on e.g. enrolment and
attainment) both within and across countries. The purpose of the ISCED is not re‐
stricted to facilitating statistical reporting and cross‐national research, but includes
monitoring of international development goals involving education targets and the
provision of background information for national education policy formulation and
decision‐making (UNESCO, 1999: 5). The ISCED is thus a multidimensional multi‐
purpose cross‐classification for harmonising national educational programmes into
a cross‐national framework for levels and fields of education (fields of education
will not be discussed in this book, but see UNESCO (2006 [1997]: 41ff).
The first version of the ISCED, ISCED‐76, was developed by the UNESCO in the early
1970s and adopted in 1976. The use of this classification over the following 20
years by national authorities and international organisations revealed its inadequa‐
cies: the ISCED‐76 was considered limited in scope, too crude to embrace recent
changes in educational systems, not clearly specified and thus difficult to apply.
This resulted in lacking comparability of education statistics (UNESCO, 1999: 4;
OECD, 1999: 8f).
The ISCED‐97 is made up of a set of concepts and definitions, which are assumed to
be universally applicable, as well as operational instructions.5 In the framework of
5

The documentation of the ISCED‐97 can be found in a number of publications by the
UNESCO and the OECD: UNESCO (2006 [1997]) contains the formal framework and in‐
troduces the basic definitions and concepts of the ISCED‐97. UNESCO (1999) is supposed
to support countries in the application of the ISCED to their national data in a more op‐
erational way. The OECD (1999) manual is the most comprehensive documentation on
the ISCED‐97, and in a few instances deviates from the UNESCO’s conceptualisation of
the ISCED‐97. Such deviations will be highlighted in the following sections. The OECD
(1999) manual includes detailed tables proposing how the national educational pro‐
grammes and qualifications of all 29 OECD member states could be allocated to ISCED‐97
categories, which were developed by the member countries in consultation with the
OECD Secretariat. “These proposals represent the starting point for a process of consul‐
tation within the Technical Group, with the aim of working towards an internationally
agreed upon allocation of national educational programmes to ISCED‐97 in the OECD”
(OECD, 1999: 10). Eurostat has comparable mapping tables (Eurostat, 2005) for use in
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the ISCED‐97, education is understood to comprise all communication (using differ‐
ent modes and media) designed to bring about learning, i.e. improvement in be‐
haviour, knowledge, skills etc., in an organized and sustained setting involving a
providing agency (UNESCO, 2006 [1997]: 9f.). According to this definition, inciden‐
tal learning (i.e. as a by‐product of some event or activity) is not covered (UNESCO,
2006 [1997]: 10). Otherwise, the ISCED framework is very general in scope, as it
covers education thus defined “for all age groups and includes special needs educa‐
tion as well as other types of education irrespective of the institution or agency
providing the education or the mode of delivery” (UNESCO, 1999: 5). Therefore,
distance, adult and continuing education are included, too, and usually assigned to
ISCED categories on the basis of their equivalence with regular education pro‐
grammes (UNESCO, 2006 [1997]: 13).
The basic unit of classification of the ISCED is the educational programme, which is
defined on the basis of its “educational content as an array or sequence of educa‐
tional activities, which are organised to accomplish a pre‐determined objective or
specified set of educational tasks. Objectives can, for example, be preparation for
more advanced study, qualification for an occupation or range of occupations, or
simply an increase of knowledge and understanding” (UNESCO, 2006 [1997]: 11).
‘Educational activities’ are not restricted to courses, but may include practical peri‐
ods of work in companies, team‐based research projects and the individual writing
of dissertations. In most cases, the completion of an educational programme and
thus accomplishment of the pre‐determined objective is formally certified through
an award, diploma or the like.

2.1

The main levels of education in the ISCED‐97

The ISCED levels of education are meant to relate to “gradations of learning experi‐
ences and the competences which the contents of an educational programme re‐
quire of participants if they are to have a reasonable expectation of acquiring the
knowledge, skills and capabilities that the programme is designed to impart”
(UNESCO, 2006 [1997]: 15). The ISCED‐97 classifies educational programmes into
seven broad ordinal levels (0 to 6), which thus mean to reflect the degree of com‐
plexity of the content of an educational programme in broad steps from very ele‐
mentary to more complex learning experiences. The definitions of some levels of
education were changed and the rules for assigning educational programmes to
the UNESCO‐UIS/OECD/Eurostat (UOE) data collection, which are updated regularly and
also include EU‐member states that are not covered by the OECD tables (e.g. Bulgaria
and Estonia). The proposed mappings will be evaluated in the single chapters of this
book from the point of view of the measurement of educational attainment in social re‐
search. Finally the UNESCO‐UIS, OECD and Eurostat provide a further manual for the
UOE data collection (UNESCO‐UIS, OECD and Eurostat, 2004) that partly duplicates the
OECD manual.
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specific levels were clarified and tightened in the ISCED‐97 compared to the ISCED‐
76.
ISCED level 0 (pre‐primary education) is defined as programmes forming the “initial
stage of organized instruction … designed primarily to introduce very young chil‐
dren to a school‐type environment, i.e. to provide a bridge between the home and
a school‐based atmosphere” (UNESCO, 2006 [1997]: 20). Pre‐primary education is
school or centre‐based, starts at age three or later and lasts up to the age of entry
into primary education. In contrast to child‐care, which is not covered in ISCED level
0, staff in pre‐primary education need a pedagogical rather than paramedical quali‐
fication. For the measurement of educational attainment, ISCED 0 would be used to
classify individuals who did not receive any substantial amount of formal schooling,
i.e. less than primary education.
ISCED level 1 (primary education or first stage of basic education) programmes “are
normally designed on a unit or project basis to give students a sound basic educa‐
tion in reading, writing and mathematics along with an elementary understanding
of other subjects such as history, geography, natural science, social science, art and
music” (UNESCO, 2006 [1997]: 22). The transition from ISCED level 0 to 1 is marked
by the beginning of systematic (and usually compulsory) studies, and the minimum
and maximum entry age is five and seven years respectively. Primary education
lasts up to entry into lower secondary education, typically after six years. In coun‐
tries where primary and lower secondary education are integrated in one long edu‐
cational programme (‘basic education’), only the first 6 years count towards ISCED
level 1. In terms of educational attainment, individuals who completed primary
education, but did not receive an ISCED 2 qualification, are assigned to ISCED 1.
ISCED level 2 (lower secondary education or the second stage of basic education) is
marked by the full implementation of basic skills, the beginning of subject presen‐
tation and more specialised teaching than level 1. “In many, if not most countries,
the educational aim is to lay the foundation for lifelong learning and human devel‐
opment on which countries may expand, systematically, further educational oppor‐
tunities” (UNESCO, 2006 [1997]: 24). It starts after the end of primary education or
the first six years of basic education and ends around nine years after the beginning
of primary education, i.e. at age 14–16, which often coincides with the end of com‐
pulsory education.
ISCED level 3 (upper secondary education) constitutes the first level of post‐
compulsory and the final stage of secondary education in most OECD countries.
Usually the completion of ISCED level 2 is required for entry into ISCED 3. The de‐
gree of specialisation is increased compared to level 2, and teachers typically need
higher or more specialised qualifications. The age of entry is typically age 15 or 16
(but sometimes 14), and the duration can range from two to five years. The typical
exit age is 18 or 19.
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ISCED level 4 (post‐secondary non‐tertiary education) “captures programmes that
straddle the boundary between upper secondary and post‐secondary education
from an international point of view, even though they might clearly be considered
as upper secondary or post‐secondary programmes in a national context”
(UNESCO, 2006 [1997]: 31). These programmes require the completion of ISCED
level 3, but are often not considered significantly more advanced than level 3 (e.g.
second cycle or second chance programmes, often for ‘correcting’ the choice of
programme at level 3, or continuing/adult education). Their duration is between six
months and two years. This level did not exist in ISCED‐76, and such programmes
were either assigned to ISCED level 3 or 5.
ISCED level 5 (first stage of tertiary education) “consists of tertiary programmes
having an educational content more advanced than those offered at levels 3 and 4”
(UNESCO, 2006 [1997]: 34). Such programmes are provided by various types of col‐
leges and universities and have special entry requirements (specific certificates
from ISCED levels 3 and 4). The cumulative duration from the beginning of level 5 is
at least two years, but completing two consecutive programmes of a cumulative
duration of four to six years at level 5 is more common. These programmes do not
yet lead directly to an advanced research qualification.
ISCED level 6 (second stage of tertiary education) “is reserved for tertiary pro‐
grammes which lead to the award of an advanced research qualification. The pro‐
grammes are therefore devoted to advanced study and original research and are
not based on course‐work only” (UNESCO, 2006 [1997]: 39). These are thus exclu‐
sively higher education programmes that require the submission of a thesis of pub‐
lishable quality, and conclude with the doctorate or PhD, or the Licentiate in a few
countries. They prepare for research and faculty posts.
Since it is practically impossible to directly assess and compare the complexity of
the content of all educational programmes for all countries, the ISCED‐97 uses a
number of auxiliary criteria as proxies. These auxiliary criteria are ranked into main
and subsidiary criteria, which complement each other (UNESCO, 2006 [1997]: 16;
OECD, 1999: 13). These criteria include e.g. the typical starting age of participants,
theoretical and typical duration of a programme, typical and minimum entrance
requirement, type of certificate or diploma awarded upon successful completion of
the programme and others. No auxiliary criterion should be the sole guide for at‐
tributing an educational programme to a certain level, but variations could be en‐
visaged, keeping the content of the educational programme as the primary classifi‐
cation criterion in mind. Table 1 gives an overview of main and subsidiary criteria
for assigning ISCED levels.
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Table 1. The ISCED‐97 levels of education and the respective classification
criteria
ISCED‐97 main levels of education

0 PRE‐PRIMARY
Initial stage of organised instruction,
designed primarily to introduce very
young children to a school‐type envi‐
ronment
1 PRIMARY
Normally designed to give students a
sound basic education in reading,
writing and mathematics

Proxy criteria for contents
Main criteria
Auxiliary criteria
–
–
–
–

Educational properties – Staff qualification
School or centre‐ based
Minimum age
Upper age limit

– Beginning of systematic – Entry into the nationally
apprenticeship of read‐
designated primary in‐
ing, writing and mathe‐
stitutions or pro‐
matics
grammes
– Start of compulsory edu‐
cation
2 LOWER SECONDARY
– Subject presentation
– Entry after some 6 years
Generally continues the basic pro‐
– Full implementation of
of primary education
grammes of the primary level, al‐
basic skills and founda‐ – End after about 9 years
though teaching is typically more sub‐ tion for lifelong learning since the beginning of
primary education
ject‐focused, often employing more
– End of compulsory edu‐
specialised teachers
cation
– Entrance requirement
3 UPPER SECONDARY
usually completion of
Final stage of secondary education in
ISCED 2, or a combina‐
most OECD countries where instruc‐
tion of basic education
tion is often more organised along
and life experience that
subject matter lines than at ISCED
Level 2, and teachers typically need to demonstrates the ability
to handle ISCED 3 sub‐
have a higher level, or more subject‐
specific, qualification
ject matter.
4 POST‐SECONDARY NON‐TERTIARY – Entrance requirement:
ISCED 3
Straddles the boundary between up‐
– Content: not necessarily
per secondary and post‐secondary
education from an international point more advanced than
of view, even though they might
ISCED 3
clearly be considered as upper secon‐ – Participants older than
dary or post‐secondary programmes
at ISCED 3
in a national context.
– Duration between 6
month and 2 years
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Table 1. The ISCED‐97 levels of education and the respective classification
criteria (continued)
ISCED‐97 main levels of education

Proxy criteria for contents
Main criteria
Auxiliary criteria

5 FIRST STAGE OF TERTIARY
– Minimum entrance re‐
ISCED 5 programmes have an educa‐
quirement (3A, 3B, 4A
tional content more advanced than
or 4B);
those offered at Levels 3 and 4.
– Type of certification ob‐
tained;
– Duration
6 SECOND STAGE OF TERTIARY
– Research‐oriented con‐ – Prepare graduates for
This level is reserved for tertiary pro‐
tent;
faculty and research
grammes that lead to the award of an – Submission of thesis or
posts
advanced research qualification. Pro‐
dissertation
grammes are devoted to advanced
study and original research.

Source: UNESCO (2006 [1997]: Table 1) and OECD (1999: 22f.).

2.2

Complementary dimensions of the ISCED‐97

The ISCED‐76 did not provide any sub‐categories within the different ISCED levels.
The introduction of a set of complementary dimensions according to which some of
the ISCED levels can be subdivided is the most consequential change introduced by
the ISCED‐97. These sub‐dimensions serve to facilitate classification and achieve
more pertinent statistics.
There are four such complementary dimensions, namely
1.
2.
3.
4.

Type of programme/type of subsequent education or destination
Programme orientation
Cumulative (theoretical) duration since the beginning of a specific ISCED and
Position in the national degree and qualification structure.

ISCED levels 0, 1 and 6 do not have any complementary dimensions.
2.2.1 Type of programme and type of subsequent education or destination
The type of programme or programme destination is denoted by capital letters A, B
and C and occurs at ISCED levels 2, 3, 4 and 5. These letters have a somewhat dif‐
ferent meaning at each level: type of subsequent education or destination at levels
2 to 4, and type of programme at level 5. Since the sub‐categories at levels 3 and 4
are defined by their relationship to the sub‐categories at ISCED level 5 and the sub‐

22

Schneider/Kogan

categories at level 2 with reference to the sub‐categories at level 3, the sub‐
categories will be described from ‘top’ to ‘bottom’.
ISCED 5A programmes are higher education programmes that are largely theoreti‐
cally based. These are generally university studies, but equivalent studies at poly‐
technic colleges or universities of applied science that lead to an academic degree
are also included. ISCED 5B programmes in contrast cover tertiary vocational edu‐
cation programmes of at least 2 years duration that prepare for direct entry into
the labour market. They are thus rather practical in scope and more occupationally
specific than type A programmes. These are generally sub‐degree level courses,
which are often based on previous vocational training or technical upper secondary
education. It can be very difficult to draw the line between type A and type B pro‐
grammes at level 5. The minimum criteria for classifying a programme as 5A are a
minimum duration of studies of 3 years, ISCED level 6 as the typical qualification for
faculty involved in teaching, and 5A studies either lead to access to studies for an
advanced research qualification (ISCED 6) or to professions with high skills re‐
quirements.
At ISCED level 4, the OECD manual diverges from the UNESCO’s conceptualisation.
According to the UNESCO, ISCED 4A programmes prepare for entry to ISCED level 5,
irrespective of type of programme. Programmes classified as ISCED 4B in turn do
not give access to tertiary education, but are designed for direct labour market en‐
try. In contrast, the OECD proposes to use category 4A only for programmes pre‐
paring for ISCED 5A, and 4B for programmes preparing for ISCED 5B. Programmes
classified as 4B in the UNESCO version are classified as 4C in the OECD version.
At ISCED level 3, 3A are “programmes … designed to provide direct access to ISCED
5A”, 3B “programmes … designed to provide direct access to ISCED 5B” and 3C
“programmes … not designed to lead directly to ISCED 5A or 5B. Therefore, these
programmes lead directly to labour market, ISCED 4 programmes or other ISCED 3
programmes” (UNESCO, 2006 [1997]: 31).6
For ISCED level 2, 2A programmes are “programmes designed for direct access to
level 3 in a sequence which would ultimately lead to tertiary education, i.e. en‐
trance to ISCED 3A or 3B”; 2B “programmes designed for direct access to level 3C”
and 2C “programmes primarily designed for direct access to the labour market at
the end of this level” (UNESCO, 2006 [1997]: 25).
Programmes denoted as C can thus be said to generally contain ‘terminal pro‐
grammes’ that mainly prepare for labour market entry. Programmes in sub‐
category B give access to at least one higher level of education, but exclude access
to the most theoretical programmes 3A and 5A (except 4A, which is largely used for

6

The OECD version of ISCED level 4 is thus more consistent with the use of the sub‐
dimension ‘programme destination’ at ISCED level 3.
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second‐chance programmes for gaining access to university and can thus be ac‐
cessed from ISCED 3B and 3C). Programmes in sub‐category A (apart from 4A) con‐
tain the most direct path up to the highest level of education, i.e. the doctorate,
and thus include traditional academic/general education (but not exclusively so).
2.2.2 Programme orientation
The second complementary dimension is programme orientation, which is used at
ISCED levels 2, 3 and 4. General education (abbreviated to ‘gen’, e.g. 3A (gen)) “is
mainly designed to lead participants to a deeper understanding of a subject or
group of subjects, especially, but not necessarily, with a view to preparing partici‐
pants for further (additional) education at the same or a higher level” (UNESCO,
2006 [1997]: 25). General education is school based and leads sometimes, but not
always, to a labour market relevant qualification.
Pre‐vocational or pre‐technical education (abbreviated to ‘prev’) “is mainly de‐
signed to introduce participants to the world of work and to prepare them for entry
into vocational or technical education programmes” (UNESCO, 2006 [1997]: 26),
but does not yet lead to a labour market relevant qualification. The proportion of
vocational and technical contents should be at least 25% for classification as pre‐
vocational/pre‐technical. This type of education is rather rare.
Vocational or technical education (abbreviated to ‘voc’) “is mainly designed to lead
participants to acquire the practical skills, know‐how and understanding necessary
for employment in a particular occupation or trade or class of occupations or
trades” (UNESCO, 2006 [1997]: 26). Such qualifications are directly relevant for the
labour market and usually recognised by a country’s employers’ associations. The
importance of vocational programmes as well as the specific organisation of voca‐
tional training and their vocational specificity varies a lot across countries.
‘Programme destination’ and ‘programme orientation’ tend to overlap (i.e. ‘A’ is
mostly general education, ‘B’ pre‐vocational and vocational, and ‘C’ mostly voca‐
tional). However the degree of overlap differs across countries: In countries with an
‘open’ educational system (e.g. Finland, Sweden, the UK and Central and Eastern
European countries), where vocational education may also lead to subsequent
general/academic education, vocational education is included in subcategory ‘A’ in
terms of ‘programme destination’.
2.2.3 Cumulative duration
The cumulative theoretical duration (in full‐time equivalents) since the beginning of
ISCED level 3 or 5 is used to make additional differentiations within ISCED 3C, ISCED
level 4 and ISCED 5A programmes.
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Within ISCED 3C, the UNESCO distinguishes between programmes with less than six
months duration, six months to one year, one to two years, and more than two
years. In order to identify what counts as ISCED level 3 completion, the OECD dis‐
tinguishes 3C programmes that have a duration comparable to the cumulative du‐
ration of 3A and 3B programmes in the respective country from programmes that
are significantly shorter (i.e. by more than one year) (OECD, 1999: 42).
At ISCED level 4, the OECD uses cumulative duration since the beginning of ISCED
level 3 to decide if an educational programme should be classified as ISCED 4 when
ISCED 3C is the minimum entry requirement: If the cumulative duration of the 3C
programme and the programme in question is more than the duration of the typi‐
cal 3A or 3B programmes in the respective country, it should be assigned to ISCED
level 4; otherwise it should be put into ISCED level 3.
At ISCED level 5, cumulative duration is a very important additional criterion to dis‐
tinguish between ‘lower’ and ‘higher’ degrees. Lower degrees are generally
shorter, and higher degrees often require the completion of a lower degree. The
cumulative duration is calculated by adding up the duration of the successive pro‐
grammes. The sub‐categories distinguished by the UNESCO are
•
•
•
•
•

‘Two and less than three years’ (not used for ISCED 5A),
‘Three and less than four years’,
‘Four and less than five years’,
‘Five and less than six years’ and
‘More than six years’ (not used for ISCED 5B).

The OECD uses somewhat less detailed sub‐categories: ‘short’ (two to less than
three years); ‘medium’ (three to less than five years); ‘long’ (five to six years); and
‘very long’ (more than six years).
According to the differences between the UNESCO’s and OECD’s use of the sub‐
dimension ‘cumulative duration’, in the OECD mappings (OECD, 1999) the cumula‐
tive duration is only explicitly indicated for ISCED level 5. For ISCED 3C, it needs to
be derived from the information on theoretical programme duration. This sub‐
dimension is thus hardly used at the other ISCED levels, although the EU‐LFS data
distinguish two sub‐categories within 3C (programmes of less than and at least
three years duration).
2.2.4 Position in the national degree structure
Tertiary education is marked by an internal structure of qualifications in many
countries, and the Bologna process implements such a structure in all European
Union member countries since the Bologna declaration in 1999 (i.e. after the adop‐
tion of the ISCED‐97, which means that the Bologna reforms are not explicitly re‐
flected in the ISCED framework). In countries with an undergraduate/postgraduate
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split, the first degree is an important transition point, and only a second ISCED 5A
degree gives access to ISCED level 6.
This is picked up by the sub‐dimension ‘position in the national degree structure’ in
the ISCED‐97. The internal structure thus refers to the division between under‐
graduate and postgraduate studies, concluding with a first and second degree re‐
spectively (or even further degrees). ‘ISCED 5A second’ programmes require the
completion of an ‘ISCED 5A first’ programme, and should have a significantly higher
level of content than first‐degree programmes. A differentiation between first and
second qualifications is also drawn within ISCED 5B. Most countries however do not
have second qualifications at ISCED level 5B.
Many European countries did not have such a structure before the Bologna process
kicked in, and their first degrees would have been equivalent to second degrees in
countries that used to have this distinction already before Bologna. For example,
British Bachelor’s degrees, the French Licence and the German Diplom and Magis‐
ter are all first degrees, but German degrees take longer and accordingly cover a
higher level of educational content than the others. Therefore, cumulative duration
must be taken into account in order to trace actually similar qualifications. The
most pertinent sub‐categories within ISCED 5A are ‘first and medium’ (1st/med),
‘first and long’ (1st/long) and ‘second and long’ (2nd/long) degrees, but there are
also ‘2nd and medium’ degrees (2nd/med) in a number of countries (e.g. Maîtrise in
France, Magisterexamen in Sweden).
The OECD adds ‘intermediate’ qualifications to the qualification structure in ISCED
5A. This category does not count as completion of ISCED 5A, but covers the initial
years of a longer 5A programme that conclude with a separate own examination
(e.g. Diplôme d’études universitaires générales, DEUG, after the first two years of
Licence in France; or Zwischenprüfung or Vordiplom, after the first two years of
Magister or Diplom in Germany). From a human capital perspective, it is important
to include the attainment of such a level of education separately from the previous
(usually 3A) and later (5A first) qualifications (OECD, 1999: 54). For other purposes
than the measurement of educational attainment, the later merging of ‘5A inter‐
mediate’ with whichever category is most suitable would still be possible. For the
presentation of ISCED 5A graduates, intermediate qualifications should be ex‐
cluded.
Figure 1 shows the transition pattern and typical educational paths taken through
educational systems in terms of the ISCED‐97. It builds on the transition pattern
given by UNESCO (2006 [1997]: 18), but is slightly adapted to the OECD’s version of
the ISCED, including the additional subcategory 4C, and also visualises the most im‐
portant sub‐categories. It should be noted that the arrows shown are simplified
and only reflect ‘minimal entry requirements’. This means that although no arrow
is drawn between e.g. ISCED 3A and ISCED 5B, this path is possible in most coun‐

26

Schneider/Kogan

tries, as 3A is regarded as a more general qualification than 3B, and usually qualifi‐
cations are ‘downward compatible’.
Figure 1. The ISCED‐97 transition pattern according to the OECD, including
sub‐categories

Note: LM = Labour Market.

As the previous sections and Figure 1 reveal, the ISCED‐97 is a very complex classi‐
fication. Its application to actual data from different countries is by no means
straightforward, and cannot be. In order to facilitate the application, the UNESCO
has prepared an operational manual (UNESCO, 1999), which “will give specific and
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operational instructions. Without them, no individual country, no matter how
strong its intention to facilitate international comparisons, is in a position to de‐
termine whether its method of assigning programmes to international categories is
compatible with the methods of other countries” (UNESCO, 1999: 11). It is there‐
fore necessary that everybody who is responsible for the coding of national educa‐
tion variables into the ISCED‐97 is familiar with this operational manual and the
manual provided by the OECD (including the mapping tables for the single coun‐
tries).

3

Evaluation of the ISCED‐97

In this section, the results of the evaluation of the ISCED‐97 in the single chapters
of this book are summarised. In the first parts of this section, a number of problems
emerging during the application of the ISCED‐97 in the single countries are de‐
scribed. The core issues in the application of the ISCED‐97 can be divided into three
areas: 1) conceptual limitations of the ISCED‐97 itself (which sometimes lead to a
loss of important distinctions in the harmonisation process), 2) difficulties in the
application of the ISCED to actual educational qualifications in specific countries
(e.g. when the national measurement instruments do not allow a strict implemen‐
tation of the ISCED‐97), and 3) constricted implementation in cross‐national sur‐
veys.7 At the end of this section, it will be checked if the distributions of educa‐
tional attainment as measured by the ISCED in the EU‐LFS and reconstructed from
high‐quality national data sources correspond.

3.1

Conceptual limitations of the ISCED‐97

3.1.1 Unclear definition of ‘programme destination’
The ISCED documentation differs with respect to the exact formulation of the defi‐
nitions of the sub‐dimension ‘programme destination’ (A, B and C). Sometimes
even the same sub‐category is defined in slightly differing ways, e.g. ISCED 3B is
‘designed to provide access to 5B’ (UNESCO 1999: 23) or ‘designed to provide direct
access to 5B’ (UNESCO, 1997: 29 and OECD, 1999: 40, italics added). ISCED 2A is
‘designed to prepare students for direct access to... ISCED 3A or 3B’ (OECD, 1999:
34; UNESCO, 1999: 18, italics added) or ‘designed for direct access to ISCED 3A or

7

Apart from this, according to the national experts, a number of single mappings of na‐
tional education categories to the ISCED‐97 are disputable. The authors argue that re‐
thinking the way national qualifications are assigned to ISCED categories might improve
the comparability and explanatory power of the resulting statistics. These usually very
specific concerns about the assignment of single national categories are discussed in the
single chapters.
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3B’ (UNESCO, 1997: 25). In both cases, the meaning is not the same. In the case of
3B, including non‐direct access in the definition can make quite a difference in
some countries (see e.g. the chapter on Germany). With respect to 2A, the former
definition refers rather to the actual preparation in terms of educational content
and skills, whereas the latter could be understood to more closely reflect the for‐
mal or legal rights of access. The formulation focussing on ‘providing access to’
some destination also makes the ISCED assignment of national educational qualifi‐
cations more easily politically manipulated by changing formal rights of access of
specific educational programmes through educational reforms that might other‐
wise consist in the mere re‐labelling of educational programmes.
Finally, defining ISCED categories in terms of their entry requirements and in terms
of which subsequent sub‐category they give access to is problematic, because the
definition of the related categories becomes recursive. There is no point in stating
that ISCED 5B requires the completion of ISCED 3B, when ISCED 3B in turn is de‐
fined as being designed to prepare for ISCED 5B (see e.g. the doubts this raises in
Germany and Spain). If there is no clear reason for assigning the higher programme
to ISCED 5B, 3B qualifications could be classified as ISCED 3C and 5B qualifications
as ISCED 4C just as well.
3.1.2 De‐facto dominance of ‘programme destination’ over ‘programme
orientation’
At the upper secondary level of education (ISCED 3), the country experts are gener‐
ally dissatisfied with the fact that the dividing line between general and vocational
education de‐facto is of secondary importance only compared to ‘programme des‐
tination’. This is underlined by the fact that ‘programme orientation’ is not imple‐
mented in data collection processes (see e.g. the EU‐LFS, the ESS and the PISA stud‐
ies, see section 3.3). As there is no perfect overlap between the dimensions ‘pro‐
gramme destination’ and ‘programme orientation’, the distinction between differ‐
ent tracks at the upper secondary level is blurred in the ISCED‐97 in many coun‐
tries.8
For example, in some countries, only upper secondary general (university prepara‐
tory) education is classified as ISCED 3A, whereas in others, category 3A includes a
mix of vocational and general programmes. In the latter countries, the educational
system is designed in such a way that choice of a vocational programme earlier in
life does not (at least formally) restrict choice of university studies later in life. It
could be argued that vocational upper secondary programmes currently coded as
‘3A (voc)’ are, in terms of their educational content, not ‘designed to prepare for’
academic higher education (ISCED 5A), but rather for advanced vocational tertiary
8

The same would actually apply to ISCED 2 if countries with substantial amounts of voca‐
tional education at the lower secondary level were covered in this book.
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programmes (ISCED 5B) and maybe lower tier (polytechnic) programmes within
ISCED 5A. Graduates from vocational upper secondary programmes indeed usually
have much lower chances of success when applying to traditional universities or
taking entrance examinations than general education graduates.
Also in terms of functional equivalence in the labour market, ‘ISCED 3A (voc)’ pro‐
grammes are probably comparable to ISCED 3B or even 3C programmes (rather
than ‘3A (gen)’ programmes) in the former group of countries: These three catego‐
ries are where to find initial vocational education in the ISCED‐97. For many labour
market related research questions it would thus certainly be desirable to reduce
them to two categories in order to allow for different levels of vocational educa‐
tion, as, from a theoretical point of view, ‘programme orientation’ is at least as im‐
portant as ‘programme destination’. However, if the subcategories ‘vocational’ and
‘general’ within 3A are not used, this cannot be achieved, and ISCED 3A is hardly
comparable over countries. Therefore, when applying the ISCED‐97, it is important
to distinguish between the different types of upper secondary programmes, more
specifically ‘3A (gen)’ and ‘3A (voc)’ in the data. A more far‐reaching revision of the
use of sub‐dimensions in the ISCED is proposed in the final chapter.
3.1.3 Lack of differentiation within ISCED‐97 categories
Although the ISCED‐97 is much more detailed than the ISCED‐76, there still seems
to be a lack of differentiation at certain levels when looking at data coded using the
ISCED. Sometimes available criteria of differentiation do not work very well (e.g. at
ISCED level 2); or there are no criteria to distinguish between some qualifications
(e.g. within ‘3A (gen)’ and 5A). Sometimes the problem is rather due to the fact
that sub‐dimensions provided by the ISCED framework are not implemented in the
data collection or coding process (particularly problematic at ISCED levels 3 and 5)
than to the ISCED framework itself (this latter point is covered in section 3.3).
For many European countries, the ISCED sub‐dimensions do not provide a useful
differentiation of highest educational attainment at ISCED level 2. The OECD map‐
pings reveal that hardly any European country makes use of the sub‐categories 2B
and 2C, although some countries retain some form of tracking at the lower secon‐
dary level of education (e.g. Germany and the Netherlands). In Germany for exam‐
ple, Hauptschulabschluss is classified as ISCED 2A (together with Realschulab‐
schluss), because it prepares for vocational training, which is classified as ISCED 3B
rather than 3C, and, according to the ISCED‐97, programmes preparing for 3A and
3B are classified as 2A. There are hardly any programmes at the lower secondary
level in Europe nowadays that only give access to 3C or the labour market. In the
Netherlands, pre‐vocational lower secondary education (VMBO) is classified as
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ISCED 2B, as it prepares for MBO programmes, which are classified as ISCED 3C.9 In
the Czech Republic, there is a distinction between selective schools vs. mainstream
schools at the lower secondary level, which is also not picked up by the ISCED, as in
theory attendance at all types of lower secondary schools prepares for access to
ISCED 3A. However, just by their more homogenous population of pupils, selective
schools are usually able to provide a better level of instruction, and they are more
prestigious than mainstream schools.
Therefore, in countries with 2A qualifications only, all differentiation between
lower secondary graduates, which occurs through tracking between schools,
streaming within schools and final marks, is hidden from the ISCED. The same ap‐
plies to ISCED 3A (even if ‘programme orientation’ is reported): access to higher
education is often highly conditional on final marks, and heterogeneity with respect
to final marks (and actual skills) within 3A can be expected to be highest in coun‐
tries with many ISCED 3A graduates.
At ISCED level 5A, some countries (e.g. Finland, Germany, Hungary, the Nether‐
lands and the UK) have or used to have a two‐tiered higher education system con‐
sisting of traditional universities on the one hand and qualitatively different, more
vocationally oriented polytechnics, technical colleges or ‘universities of applied sci‐
ence’ or special university courses (diplomi universitari e scuole dirette a fini spe‐
ciali in Italy) on the other. These programmes tend to differ both in duration of
studies and in the educational content. The prestige of the different types of insti‐
tutions and possibly also the labour market chances their qualifications convey vary
substantially. Lower tier qualifications usually also do not give access to ISCED level
6 programmes. The ISCED‐97 does not provide any sub‐dimension to distinguish
the different higher education sectors within ISCED 5A. As a result, the ISCED‐97
hides valuable information for programmes at ISCED level 5A in a number of coun‐
tries. The choice of categories within the sub‐dimension ‘programme duration’ is
also not very helpful in this respect: Most university programmes last between 3
and less than 5 years and are thus classified as ‘medium’. In Germany for example,
Fachhochschulabschluss has a theoretical duration of four years and Universität‐
sabschluss of 4.5 years, so that both would be classified as ‘medium’.10
In some of these countries, the lack of differentiation within ISCED 5A has conse‐
quences also for the heterogeneity of qualifications within ‘ISCED 3A (gen)’: In
9

10

The direct comparison of Germany and the Netherlands also shows how misleading the
classification according to ‘programme destination’ can be: Only because higher voca‐
tional education is organised differently in Germany and the Netherlands, initial voca‐
tional education and even lower secondary education, otherwise pretty comparable in
both countries, are classified differently.
The OECD mappings however give a theoretical duration of 5 years for university studies
(thus closer to the actual duration), so that these are classified as ‘long’ and differenti‐
ated from studies at Fachhochschule.
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Germany and the Netherlands, there are specific 3A qualifications (Fachhochschul‐
reife in Germany and HAVO‐diploma in the Netherlands) that only give access to
lower tier 5A programmes (Fachhochschulen in Germany and HBO in the Nether‐
lands), but not to traditional universities. For access to all 5A programmes, the tra‐
ditional university preparatory certificate (Abitur in Germany and VWO‐diploma in
the Netherlands, both one year longer than the more restricted certificates) is re‐
quired. This difference within ‘3A (gen)’ is not picked up by the ISCED, as both types
of higher education institutions are classified as ISCED 5A, and both types of upper
secondary certificates are consequently classified as ‘ISCED 3A (gen)’. The internal
hierarchy of qualifications within ‘3A (gen)’ is thus not reflected by the ISCED‐97. If
the different types of higher education institutions were differentiated in the
ISCED, the different types of upper secondary certificates could be more easily dif‐
ferentiated, too.
Finally, the ISCED‐97 does not allow any distinction between elitist, highly selective
and prestigious types of higher education (e.g. Grandes Écoles in France or Russell
Group universities in the UK) and mainstream (and often mass‐) universities.

3.2

The application of the ISCED‐97 to national educational
qualifications

3.2.1 Educational reforms and comparability across time
The first and one of the most frequently mentioned problems with applying the
ISCED to national data is related to educational reforms, which result in changing
entry ages and requirements, durations and examination standards for the affected
educational programmes. The UNESCO and OECD documentation is tacit on how to
deal with ‘historical’ qualifications generally, and the OECD mappings do not cover
qualifications not being awarded in 1997, when the ISCED‐97 was implemented.
This means that for outdated qualifications, which particularly senior individuals in
all countries hold, there are currently no ‘official’ proposals on how to code them
into the ISCED‐97.11 This is a major problem for coding data including the general
population, as those responsible for the coding will have to apply the ISCED criteria
themselves, which might lead to inconsistent coding. Therefore, the authors of the
single chapters of this book will expand the OECD mappings in order to include
outdated qualifications that are not yet covered. Even so, some ISCED categories
will be empty for certain age groups, as the respective educational programmes did
not exist (yet/any more) in certain periods of time.
To make things worse, in the national data, outdated qualifications are often found
in one response category with the current qualification they are (officially) consid‐
11

Qualifications introduced since 1997 are incorporated in the Eurostat mappings on a
regular basis.
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ered to be equivalent to (see e.g. the chapter on Spain). As a result, various cohorts
of individuals are classified as holders of the ‘same’ educational qualification even
though the cumulative duration, entrance requirement and/or content of studies
might vary substantially. In the case of Spain, as the data do not differentiate be‐
tween pre‐ and post‐reform qualifications, the ISCED cannot be applied in a consis‐
tent way. The lack of separate categories for current and ‘old’ qualifications more‐
over leads to the fact that empirical equivalence e.g. in terms of labour market
prospect or inequalities in access cannot be tested properly. The use of age as a
proxy for education cohort would be a possible but still unsatisfactory workaround.
Another problem related to change over time is that standards of specific educa‐
tional qualifications sometimes change.12 Unless changing standards are accompa‐
nied by corresponding changes in the ISCED criteria (typical entry age, entry re‐
quirements etc.), there is no change in the classification of such qualifications over
time, and the change remains hidden. This is due to the use of auxiliary criteria as
proxies for educational content, which are necessarily imperfect. It is e.g. widely
recognised by sociologists in the UK that standards for educational certificates typi‐
cally awarded around age 16 and giving access to upper secondary general educa‐
tion have decreased over the last century whenever the respective examinations
were reformed (i.e. the School Certificate was more demanding than GCE O‐levels,
replacing the former in 1951, and O‐levels, abolished in 1988, were more difficult
than the current GCSEs; see also the chapter on the UK in this volume). Although
the ‘level of educational content’ in terms of the ISCED has changed, all these quali‐
fications would be classified in the same ISCED category.
3.2.2 Problems due to national coding instruments
In most countries, a ‘perfect’ implementation of the ISCED‐97 is impossible because
of the characteristics of national instruments or coding procedures.
Firstly, in some countries (e.g. Poland and Sweden), final examinations or certifi‐
cates are not taken into account in the ISCED‐97, so that highest level of atten‐
dance is measured rather than highest level of education completed.
Secondly, the way data are collected nationally currently makes the distinction be‐
tween ISCED levels 3 and 4 impossible in some countries. In Slovenia for example,
ISCED level 3 and 4 cannot be separated at all, and in Finland, only ISCED 4C can be
distinguished. If individuals complete two successive vocational training pro‐
grammes in Germany, this should be classified as ISCED 4B, but in practice this can‐
not be differentiated from ISCED 3B. In Ireland, apprenticeships are classified as

12

This is however difficult to prove empirically, and thus often remains a matter of political
debate: Have standards really dropped, or are pupils nowadays better prepared to meet
the examinations’ requirements because of improved educational provision over time?
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ISCED 4C, although the formal entrance requirement is ISCED level 2. The reason is
that “most” individuals enrolling in apprenticeships have actually completed ISCED
level 3. The national data again do not distinguish between these different path‐
ways to apprenticeships. The proper construction of ISCED level 4 in fact requires
some basic information on educational careers, usually not available (see a pro‐
posal on how to improve this in the final chapter). Maybe ISCED level 4 would be
less marginal if it was properly identified – we cannot really tell.
Thirdly, apart from ISCED level 4, some countries also encounter problems imple‐
menting the ISCED‐97 at other levels. In Ireland, the distinction of sub‐categories
within ISCED level 3 cannot be made, which is a real problem for the cross‐national
comparability of the Irish data (even if category 3C is probably small). In Slovenia,
due to the way data are collected nationally, Master’s and doctoral degrees cannot
be distinguished, so that ISCED level 5A (long) and ISCED level 6 have to be aggre‐
gated whenever comparing Slovenian data with other countries, which in turn re‐
quires that in these other countries, ‘5A (med)’ and ‘5A (long)’ are differentiated. In
Finland, the only current qualification at ISCED 5B (police academy qualification)
cannot be distinguished from polytechnic degrees (ISCED 5A), but older 5B qualifi‐
cations are identified.
Furthermore, the differentiation below ISCED level 2 is impossible or very difficult
in a number of countries, partly because response categories for the national edu‐
cational attainment variables do not differentiate between different levels of ‘less
than compulsory education’ (e.g. Hungary, Germany), partly because the length of
primary schooling has changed over time (e.g. Spain, Estonia). The implicit expecta‐
tion that everybody completes compulsory education, which could explain the lack‐
ing differentiation between ISCED level 0 and 1 in the national data in some coun‐
tries, might not hold for immigrants, who received their education abroad, or for
older cohorts, for whom only primary education might have been compulsory.
Finally, it would be desirable to identify individuals who dropped out of compulsory
education. Currently, different countries more or less arbitrarily use different and
inconsistent solutions for coding ‘less than ISCED 2/no formal qualification’ in the
EU‐LFS (and also in the ESS): In some countries (Germany, Netherlands and
Finland), there is a category ‘ISCED 0–1’, which looks like a good compromise,
whereas in Sweden and Hungary, all cases with less than ISCED 2 are classified in
‘ISCED 1’ (and ISCED 0 is empty), and in the UK, in ISCED 0 (and ISCED 1 is empty). If
the respective differentiation cannot be implemented, there should be at least one
common solution for all countries.
3.2.3 Inconsistent application of the ISCED‐97 in different countries
Equivalent levels of educational attainment sometimes end up in different ISCED
categories in different countries. This has basically two reasons: Firstly, the differ‐
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ent data collection practices in different countries that make some distinctions im‐
possible (see the previous section), and secondly, a lack of specificity of the ISCED‐
97 for the classification of dropouts and uncertified education.
With respect to the former, in Germany for example, if individuals first complete
general upper secondary education and then enrol in upper secondary vocational
training, this is correctly classified as ‘ISCED 4A (voc)’. In Finland, the very same
case is however usually included in ‘ISCED level 3A (voc)’, as the national data do
not allow the corresponding distinction. An example for the latter problem is that
in the UK and France, individuals who complete compulsory education, but do not
achieve any formal school certificate, are officially classified as ISCED 2A. In Ger‐
many and probably most other countries, such cases would be classified as ISCED
level 1. Both are not conducive to the cross‐national comparability of educational
attainment data, and more examples of this can be found in the single chapters of
this book.
ISCED level 4 is possibly the most difficult ISCED level to implement, as it is defined
rather vaguely, and the respective qualifications are not very common or visible in
many countries. As the UNESCO’s documentation states that level 4 programmes
are not necessarily more advanced than level 3 programmes, the main difference
between the two levels is the order in the educational career. It is however also
possible to successively complete two educational programmes at level 3, if the
first is classified as 3C. The OECD specified to use ISCED level 4 whenever the cumu‐
lative duration of the two ISCED level 3 programmes is longer than a standard 3A
programme (see section 2.2.2), but a closer look at the OECD mappings reveals that
this was not followed in all countries (e.g. Estonia, France and Poland).
Some country experts even suggest merging ISCED level 4 qualifications with the
respective ISCED level 3 qualifications or mention that this is common practice in
their respective country (e.g. in the Czech Republic, Finland and Slovenia), as the
certificates awarded are either the same or nationally regarded as equivalent to
level 3 qualifications, and because reserving extra categories for uncommon quali‐
fications is perceived to be inefficient. This is however not recommendable, firstly
because some ISCED level 4 qualifications are more advanced than ISCED level 3,
and secondly because the cumulative educational attainment is higher for individu‐
als who complete two upper secondary programmes successively (which is one of
the main uses of ISCED level 4). Again, some scepticism with respect to the applica‐
tion of national equivalence rules that might refer to a different concept of ‘equiva‐
lence’ than the ISCED is justified.

3.3

Implementation of the ISCED‐97 in cross‐national surveys

Finally, a much bigger lack of differentiation than the one described in section 3.1.3
occurs in actual cross‐national data sets, because not the ‘full’ ISCED‐97 is imple‐

The International Standard Classification of Education 1997

35

mented, but rather a simplified version. No current cross‐national survey imple‐
ments the sub‐dimensions ‘programme orientation’, ‘programme duration’ (apart
from the EU‐LFS at level 3C) and ‘position in the national degree structure’. In no
survey is the sub‐dimension ‘programme destination’ implemented at ISCED level
2, but in some this sub‐dimension is used at levels 3 and 5. A number of country
experts however think that ‘programme orientation’ is more important than ‘pro‐
gramme destination’, so that the way the ISCED‐97 is implemented in these surveys
seems to miss the point when practically prioritising the latter over the former. Ob‐
viously, this is not a problem of the classification as such, but the result of the un‐
satisfactory implementation of the ISCED‐97. Let us have a closer look at how some
surveys implement the ISCED‐97.
In the ESS, a very simplified version of the ISCED‐97 is used for coding respondents’,
their partners’ and parents’ highest level of education. In this version of the ISCED,
all complementary dimensions are ignored, so that the intended cross‐national
measure only reflects the seven main ISCED levels. As levels 0, 1, 4 and 6 are rather
rare, most cases are found in ISCED levels 2, 3 and 5, which tend to be big. A three‐
category version, summarising ISCED levels 0 to 2, 3 and 4, and 5 and 6 actually
does not look much different from this seven‐category version of the ISCED. Such a
level of aggregation certainly leads to a significant level of heterogeneity within
ISCED levels 2, 3 and 5, and a subsequent loss of explanatory power. As an exam‐
ple, vocational tertiary education (ISCED 5B) is found in the same category as aca‐
demic degrees (ISCED 5A) in the ESS, although it is in fact closer to qualifications
classified as 4A (voc), 4B and 4C than to 5A. Finally, as the recoding was performed
without centralised coordination, there are also many misclassifications.13
In the PISA studies, the ISCED‐97 is used for measuring the educational attainment
of students’ parents. The sub‐dimension ‘programme destination’ is partly differen‐
tiated at levels 3 (3A vs. 3B/C) and 5 (5A vs. 5B, only since 2003), but ISCED level 6
is merged with ISCED 5A (and 5B in 2000). The PISA uses several questionnaire
items to assess parental educational attainment: Firstly, highest level of schooling is
assessed with an item covering ISCED levels 0 to 3. Then, three single items ask if a
student’s mother or father has an ISCED 4, 5B, and/or 5A/6 qualification respec‐
tively (PISA 2003 and 2006; in 2000, there was only one item asking about
5B/5A/6). In this way, some basic information on the parents’ educational careers
is collected, which is unique to the PISA studies. However it would be desirable to
differentiate between ‘3A (gen)’ and ‘3A (voc)’ programmes and between
1st/medium university degrees (5A 1st/med) and higher degrees (5A 2nd/long and
ISCED 6). Although the coding of education has changed over the years, there is
backward compatibility, as the coding from 2003 and 2006 can be transformed into
the coding from 2000.
13

For a detailed evaluation of the measurement of education in the ESS, see Schneider
(2007).
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In the EU‐LFS, the ISCED‐97 was implemented for measuring the individuals’ high‐
est level of educational attainment. The codification of the ISCED was first intro‐
duced in 1998 and has changed in 2001 and 2003. From 1998 to 2001, ISCED levels
3 and 4 were not distinguished, but the sub‐dimension ‘programme destination’
was fully implemented (3A/4A, 3B/4B, 3C/4C). Since 2001, ISCED levels 3 and 4
were distinguished. From 2001 to 2003, ISCED level 3 was differentiated into 3A, 3B
and 3C, but since 2003, 3A and 3B are collapsed in one category (3A/B). With re‐
spect to ISCED level 4, between 2001 and 2003, 4A, 4B and 4C were not distin‐
guished, but since 2003, 4A and 4B (4A/B) are differentiated from 4C. ‘No formal
education or less than ISCED 1’ is only included as a separate category since 2003.
Within ISCED 3C, there is a distinction between short (less than 3 years) and long
(at least 3 years) programmes in all years, and only the latter is merged with ISCED
4C between 1998 and 2001. 5A and 5B are distinguished in all years, but there is no
distinction within 5A between first and second or medium and long degrees.
Therefore, the ISCED variable in the EU‐LFS is not consistent over years, and, unlike
the PISA studies, there is no way of getting from one to the other coding. If the
main levels and sub‐categories A, B and C had been fully implemented in all years,
such a problem would not have occurred. The level of aggregation of educational
qualifications is not only a problem for comparisons over time, but also for the
relevance of the resulting statistics. The difference between qualifications provid‐
ing access to very different types of tertiary education (3A leading to 5A and 3B
leading to 5B) is totally ignored since 2001, although such programmes are very dif‐
ferent in terms of their functions for the labour market and in terms of their educa‐
tional content.14 It is unclear why sub‐categories are merged in different ways for
different years, as a rather high price is paid for the slight saving on numbers of
categories.
In which cases could the neglect of sub‐dimensions (other than programme desti‐
nation) be consequential? The country experts most often mention this as a prob‐
lem for the sub‐dimensions ‘programme orientation’ within ISCED 3A and ‘pro‐
gramme duration‘ and ‘position in the national degree structure’ within 5A in the
EU‐LFS.
The available differentiation between general and vocational programmes is nei‐
ther implemented in the EU‐LFS, nor in any other international survey using the
ISCED‐97 (e.g. the ESS or PISA). This is particularly problematic in countries with
relatively open educational systems (e.g. the UK, Sweden and Finland, but also
most Central and Eastern European countries), where ‘programme orientation’
does not determine ‘programme destination’. Then, vocational and general qualifi‐
cations end up in the same destination categories, namely A, making these catego‐

14

For Germany for example, this means that vocational training (3B) cannot be differenti‐
ated from university preparatory general education (3A).
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ries more heterogeneous than in countries where all vocational programmes are
classified as B or C.
At ISCED level 2, out of all countries covered in this book, only Bulgaria has an
‘ISCED 2A (voc)’ qualification. The transition from vocational lower secondary to
general upper secondary could be rare. As there are no data for educational at‐
tainment reported, we cannot tell if this distinction is important or not.15
With respect to ISCED 3A, in a number of countries – particularly in Central and
Eastern Europe (Bulgaria, the Czech Republic, Hungary, Poland and Estonia), but
also in Finland and Italy –a distinction is made between secondary general and sec‐
ondary vocational, technical or professional schools. These latter types of schools
are assigned to ‘ISCED 3A (voc)’, or, more rarely, ‘3A (prev)’. In Sweden and Ireland,
there are upper secondary general and vocational or pre‐vocational tracks within
schools. The highest type of upper secondary vocational education (MBO level 4) in
the Netherlands is also classified as ‘3A (voc)’. In the UK and Finland, all vocational
upper secondary qualifications are classified as ‘3A (voc)’, even if they do not con‐
clude with a maturity certificate, as educational policy in these countries tries to
keep the transition to higher education generally open. In Finland for example, ac‐
cess to higher education is regulated via entrance examinations rather than upper
secondary school certificates.
Although there are no legal restrictions for leavers of ‘ISCED 3A (voc)’ programmes,
general and vocational programmes at ISCED level 3A are usually strongly differen‐
tiated according to student ability, social background, as well as outcomes. It seems
that graduates of upper secondary vocational and technical programmes are disad‐
vantaged in the transition to tertiary education, as they do not acquire skills com‐
parable to those of graduates from secondary general schools or tracks. Thus, not
only the distinction between destinations (A, B or C), but also between vocational
and general programmes within ISCED 3A is important. If the distinction between
general and vocational programmes within 3A is not made, the actual amount of
internal differentiation remains hidden and possible differences between these
qualifications cannot even be tested empirically. It is therefore sometimes hard to
tell if individuals with vocational upper secondary qualification have many chances
of being accepted or passing entrance examinations at universities.
At ISCED level 4, all sub‐categories are usually very small. However a distinction be‐
tween vocational and general education within 4A still makes sense: Such a differ‐
entiation would distinguish between individuals who first followed a general upper
secondary track (3A (gen)) and then enrolled in vocational training (4A (voc)) on the
one hand, and individuals who first completed vocational training (3C or 3B) and
then acquired a university entrance qualification (4A (gen)) on the other. ISCED
15

In the ESS, the Bulgarian education variable does not distinguish between vocational and
general education, so this does not help, either.
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level 4 is therefore quite useful for at least minimally reflecting individuals’ paths
through the educational system. As mentioned above, it is currently difficult to im‐
plement this in many countries though, due to the way data is coded nationally,
and such a distinction is not made in any current cross‐national survey.
Now let us turn to ISCED 5A. Possibly the most crucial shortcoming of the imple‐
mentation of the ISCED‐97 in current cross‐national surveys, mentioned by many
country experts, pertains to the classification of higher education. Traditional uni‐
versity degrees might have been more easily identified with the ISCED‐76 than with
the ISCED‐97, since the former used separate levels to differentiate lower and
higher university degrees. ISCED‐97, in contrast, uses just one level (5) and one
subcategory (A) for both lower and higher university degrees (where lower and
higher can mean first and second degrees as well as degrees from different institu‐
tions, e.g. polytechnics and traditional universities). The existing complementary
dimensions, duration of the programme and position in the national degree struc‐
ture, have not been implemented in any large‐scale social survey so far, including
the EU‐LFS. As a result, the ISCED‐97 does not differentiate visibly enough between
polytechnic and traditional university degrees on the one hand and B.A. and M.A.
degrees, which is particularly important in light of the Bologna process, on the
other hand.

3.4

Consistency between the EU‐LFS and national data sources

This last section reports the results of the comparison between the distributions of
the ISCED‐97 in the EU‐LFS and its reconstruction from national data sources ac‐
cording to OECD mappings, which was coded by the National Statistical Institutes.
The distributions are presented in Table 2. For each country, the leftmost column
shows the distribution of the ISCED‐97 in the EU‐LFS. The right column shows the
distribution achieved through the recoding of national education variables in a na‐
tional labour force survey or census performed by the country experts according to
the OECD mappings.16 This comparison serves to evaluate the reliability of coding
the ISCED‐97 from national education variables and may point to problems therein.
Firstly the results for continental Western Europe will be reported, then for South‐
ern Europe, Central and Eastern Europe, Scandinavia and finally Britain and Ireland.
In the Netherlands, as the categories published in the national LFS partly do not
overlap with the ISCED, the EU‐LFS sub‐categories cannot be reproduced at ISCED
levels 3, 4, 5 and 6, despite the fact that the EU‐LFS is based on the national LFS.
Overall, ISCED levels 3 and 4 are slightly larger (1.6%) in the EU‐LFS than in the na‐
tional data set. In Germany, ISCED 3A/B is 1.5% larger and ISCED 5A 1.2% smaller in
16

In the country chapters, some authors additionally show distributions using their “ideal”
mapping of national qualifications to the ISCED, not shown here.
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Table 2. Comparison of the distribution of the simplified ISCED‐97 between the
EU‐LFS and national data sets (25–64 year‐olds)
ISCED‐97,
as in the
EU‐LFS
ISCED 0
ISCED 0–1
ISCED 1
ISCED 2
ISCED 3C (<3y)
ISCED 3C (≥3y)
ISCED 3A/3B
ISCED 3 or 4
ISCED 4
ISECD 4A/4B
ISCED 4C
ISCED 5B
ISECD 5A
ISCED 6

Netherlands
Germany
France
Spain
Italy
(2004)
(2004)
(2004)
(2004)
(2004)
EU‐LFS, EBB EU‐LFS, Micro‐ EU‐LFS, LFS EU‐LFS, LFS EU‐LFS, LFS
Q4
Q2 census Q4
Q1
Q2

7.2
21.6

8.1
22.0

16.3
21.8

2.1

1.3

1.3

1.4

1.4

2.6

2.7

12.3
19.5
—
27.6
14.9

13.8
19.6
27.1
2.2
12.1

26.1
27.8
0.5
0.0
19.9

27.3
26.5
0.4
6.1
12.2

16.1
31.6
0.7
7.5
30.4

16
32.4
—
7.6
28.7

0.1

0.1
0.2
7.1
17.0
0.3

0.3
7.1
18.5
0.4

1.1
0.4
9.4
0.1

1.2
0.4
10.9
0.1

2.1

14.2

14.2

54.6

53.1

6.0

5.6

40.4
0.0
3.9
2.3
26.4
0.5

28.5

9.7
11.9
1.4

10.3
13.1
1.6

9.9
14.1
0.5

9.5
13.7
0.6

Note: Distributions not adding up to 100% is due to rounding.

the EU‐LFS than in the Microcensus. In France, the national data yield some cases
with a qualification at ISCED level ‘3C (long)’ in addition to the many cases classified
as ‘3C (short)’, while in the EU‐LFS the former seem to be included in ISCED 3A/3B
and the latter are classified as ‘3C (long)’ (although the respective programmes
usually take less than three years). Apart from that, there are only very minor dif‐
ferences between the two distributions; the largest one (of 1.5%) is at ISCED level
1, where the EU‐LFS reports fewer cases than the national LFS.
In Spain, in the EU‐LFS the ISCED‐97 was obviously not coded according to the
mappings of the OECD or Eurostat, as category ‘3C (long)’ is tiny in the EU‐LFS com‐
pared to the national LFS, and category 3A/B is much larger. ISCED level 3 alto‐
gether however is very similar, so it looks as if longer 3C qualifications were classi‐
fied as 3B (and thus coded ISCED 3A/B) in the EU‐LFS. In Italy, there are again only
minor differences of the pattern we have already seen in Germany and the Nether‐
lands, namely a larger category 3A/B (by 1.3%) and a smaller category 5A (1.5%) in
the EU‐LFS compared to the national LFS.
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Table 2. Comparison of the distribution of the simplified ISCED‐97 between the
EU‐LFS and national data sets (25–64 year‐olds) (continued)
ISCED‐97,
as in the
EU‐LFS

ISCED 0
ISCED 1
ISCED 2
ISCED 3C (<3y)
ISCED 3C (≥3y)
ISCED 3A/3B
ISCED 3B or 4B
ISCED 3A or 4A
ISCED 3 or 4
ISCED 4
ISCED 4C
ISECD 4A/4B
ISCED 5B
ISECD 5A
ISCED 6
ISCED‐97,
as in the
EU‐LFS
ISCED 0
ISCED 0–1
ISCED 1
ISCED 2
ISCED 3
ISCED 3C (<3y)
ISCED 3C (≥3y)
ISCED 3A/3B
ISCED 3 or 4
ISECD 4A/4B
ISCED 4C
ISCED 5B
ISECD 5A
ISCED 6

Slovenia
(2004)
EU‐LFS, LFS
Q4
0.5
2.3
17.4

Hungary
(2004)
EU‐LFS LFS

0.4
2.7
17.4
28.7

Czech Republic
Poland
Estonia
(2001)
(2002/2003)
(2004)
EU‐LFS Census EU‐LFS Census EU‐LFS LFS
2003, 2002
Q4

—
2.6
25.4

—
2.1
22.6

—
0.3
13.8

0.4
0.2
13.5

29.5
28.2

28.8
28.1

42.0
34.3

43.2
27.3

—

2.6

0.4
0.2
16.9
33.8

17.9
34.3

32.9

30.1

3.3

4.4

0.5

0.6
1.1
13.4

0.4
0.9
12.7

8.0b

8.6

43.5

41.8

7.6
10.3
15.3
0.2

7.9
11.7
15.7
0.3

27.7
4.3
63.5

7.8
7.5
a
1.1

9.2
8.6
a
1.1

1.6
0.2
12.2
0.2

1.7
0.2
16.3
0.3

0.6
8.8
0.2

Finland
Sweden
(2004/2005)
(2004)
EU‐LFS Register
2004
2005
EU‐LFS
LFS

1.1
11.2
0.4

12.5

12.4
0.4

UK
Ireland
(2004/2005)
(2004)
EU‐LFS
LFS
EU‐LFS, QNHS,
2005 2004/05
Q2
Q1

—

—

0.2

0.1

0.6

0.6

6.3
10.3
50.3

7.3
11.0

—
14.9
8.3
13.9
18.6
14.8

0.3
19.2

16.9
18.0
27.3
0.1

17.7
18.6
24.3
0.1

0.1

0.1

8.9
19.4
0.9

10.2
19.8
0.9

10.3
10.2
16.3
0.4

10.5
10.5
17.4
0.4

11.2
23.6
10.8

31.7
46.9

17.3

34.5
14.9

42.2
0.2
15.4
14.9
0.7

15.5
17.7
0.9

6.9
8.6
16.6
0.9

6.1
8.5
17.2
0.9

Notes: Distributions not adding up to 100% is due to rounding.
a
ISCED 6 here also includes postgraduate specialisation and Master's degrees.
b
In the first two quarters, most 3C qualifications were classified as shorter than 3
years. From the 3rd quarter onwards, all were classified as >=3 years.
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In Slovenia, a lower proportion of individuals at levels 5A (1.1%) and 5B (1.4%) is
found in the EU‐LFS as compared to the Slovenian LFS. In turn, ISCED level 3/4 is
slightly higher (2.9%) in the EU‐LFS. Moreover, in Slovenia, the EU‐LFS does not dif‐
ferentiate between any type of education at the upper‐secondary and post‐secon‐
dary non‐tertiary levels (ISCED levels 3 and 4), while this is possible with the na‐
tional data. Results clearly show that ISCED levels 3A and 4A as the highest level of
attainment are rather rare in Slovenia, whereas high proportions of students are
channelled to ISCED 3B and 4B on the one hand and 3C and 4C on the other (about
28% each). In Hungary, there is a higher proportion of individuals at ISCED level 2
(2.8%) and a lower proportion of individuals at levels 5A (4.1%) reported in the EU‐
LFS compared to the Hungarian LFS. The reasons remain unclear, and the fact that
the ‘neighbouring’ categories are of similar sizes and that the data in both columns
are in the end derived from the Hungarian LFS makes this result quite puzzling. In
the Czech Republic, there is a much higher proportion of individuals at ISCED level
3A/B (7% difference) and a somewhat lower proportion of individuals at levels 5A
(2.4%) to be found in the EU‐LFS compared to census data. Furthermore, the na‐
tional expert managed to identify two ISCED categories that are empty in the EU‐
LFS, namely ISCED 0/less than ISCED 1 (0.4%) and ISCED 4A (voc) (2.6%). The latter
is obviously included in ISCED 3A/B in the EU‐LFS data, and the expert mentions
that this is common practice in the Czech Republic. It is unclear where the differ‐
ence at ISCED level 5A results from, but as the reported distributions result from
different data sources, differential population coverage might be an explanation.
With respect to the Polish data, category 3A/Bis again larger in the EU‐LFS (by
2.8%) than in the census data, and ISCED 2 and 4C are smaller. ISCED 5B, 5A and 6
cannot be distinguished in the EU‐LFS, and 5A and 5B in the census. For Estonia,
there are no large discrepancies. However in the EU‐LFS category 3A/B is nearly 2%
larger than in the LFS, and ISCED level 5 is nearly 2% smaller (same pattern as the
one found in other countries).
For Finland, ISCED levels 0 to 2 on the one hand and 3 and 4 on the other cannot be
distinguished in the national data. Again, levels 3 and 4 combined are larger (4.9%)
in the EU‐LFS than in the national data source, and ISCED level 5A is smaller (2.8%).
In addition to this, ISCED 0 to 2 (aggregated) is smaller in the EU‐LFS (1.6%). With
respect to Sweden, the deviations are again small (1% for ISCED 1, smaller in the
EU‐LFS; and 1.3% for ISCED 3, smaller in the LFS). Whereas the EU‐LFS does not dis‐
tinguish programme destination at ISCED level 3, this is possible with the national
LFS.
For the UK, although the distributions are very similar for ISCED 0, 3A/B, 4A, 5A and
6, it is pretty unclear how ISCED 2 and 3C were constructed. There is a category in
the data (‘ISCED 3 (without distinction a, b or c possible, 3 y+)’) that should not be
necessary and is documented neither in the Eurostat nor OECD mappings for the
UK. For ISCED 5B, there is a deviation of 1.3%, again the EU‐LFS underreporting
compared to the national LFS. In contrast to the EU‐LFS, ISCED 1 could be identified
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using the national data. With respect to Ireland, a higher proportion of individuals
at ISCED level 3A/3B (3%) and a lower proportion of individuals at level 5A (1.1%)
are again found in the EU‐LFS compared to the Irish Quarterly National Household
Survey. Additionally, the sub‐dimensions within ISCED level 3 (apart from the mar‐
ginal ‘3C (short)’, which represents the transition year and does not count towards
ISCED level 3 completion) cannot be implemented at all.
In all cases not explicitly referred to in this section, the difference between both
columns is less than 1%. To summarise, with respect to the possibility to reproduce
the EU‐LFS distributions of the ISCED‐97 from other data sets, the implementation
of the ISCED‐97 is quite satisfactory overall. However, there are exceptions where
there are significant discrepancies between the EU‐LFS and the reproduced distri‐
butions. In many countries, the EU‐LFS tends to overestimate ISCED level 3A/B
(Hungary: ISCED level 2) and underestimate ISCED levels 5 (and often also 6) com‐
pared to the national data sources. As this occurs so consistently, and since the na‐
tional experts have independently coded the national data, it is highly probable
that this is due to some systematic deviation in the application of the ISCED‐97 in
the EU‐LFS.
Other problems are more specific to single countries. In some countries, it was im‐
possible to reproduce the ISCED‐97 as used in the EU‐LFS from national data, e.g. in
the Netherlands and Finland, because the national data the country experts had
access to were not differentiated enough (see section 3.2.2). In the Czech Republic,
France, Sweden, Slovenia and the UK, it was possible to implement the ISCED‐97 in
more detail than achieved in the EU‐LFS. In the UK, it remained unclear how exactly
the ISCED was implemented at levels 2 and 3. In France and Spain, the distributions
diverge because some national categories were classified differently by the EU‐LFS
and the country experts (and the latter followed the OECD mappings). In a few
cases, there are major deviations in the distributions between the two data sets
looked at (ISCED 3A/B in the Czech Republic and ISCED 5A in Hungary) that could
not be explained.
If the sub‐categories A, B, C and general/vocational are ignored, the distribution in
most countries boils down to a simple three‐category scheme: lower secondary
education and less, upper secondary education and more (but not tertiary) and ter‐
tiary education. Such a variable is actually available in the EU‐LFS data as well, and
Eurostat recommends using it because the high degree of aggregation leads to less
problems of comparability. It can however be questioned if any substantial conclu‐
sions could be drawn from such a crude variable: Its explanatory power can be ex‐
pected to be considerably lower than that of the original (national) variables. The
loss of variation resulting from such a degree of aggregation also risks distorting
relationships between educational attainment and other variables of interest (see
Schneider, 2007).
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Summary and book outline

To summarise, there are a number of issues that lead to difficulties in the applica‐
tion of the ISCED‐97: Firstly, educational systems evolve over time. Educational re‐
forms, leading to changes in the qualification structure and changing standards,
pose a challenge for the application of the ISCED‐97 in most if not all countries.
Secondly, different countries use different procedures for collecting and coding
data on educational attainment. These initial conditions, e.g. the number and level
of aggregation of initial response categories, sometimes already prevent a full im‐
plementation of the ISCED‐97. Because of this and the fact that national educa‐
tional attainment categories that involve dropouts and ‘uncertified’ education are
not explicitly covered by the ISCED‐97, an equivalent level of educational attain‐
ment is sometimes classified differently in different countries. Thirdly, cross‐
national educational attainment variables using the ISCED‐97 are sometimes too
undifferentiated. There are two reasons for this: On the one hand, despite the
amount of detail provided for by the ISCED‐97 framework, there are still cases
where different educational programmes end up in the same ISCED category (e.g.
Abitur and Fachhochschulreife in Germany, or HAVO and VWO diploma in the
Netherlands). On the other hand, and this is probably the most important problem,
cross‐national surveys usually implement the ISCED‐97 in a way that most or even
all sub‐dimensions within ISCED levels are ignored. This leads to very heterogene‐
ous categories at some levels, particularly ISCED levels 3 and 5, and a loss of varia‐
tion within countries, which may even spoil cross‐national comparability in further
analyses, even if the international categories are nominally comparable. Finally, it
can be questioned if ‘programme destination’ is a more pertinent characteristic of
educational programmes than ‘programme orientation’.
With respect to the reproducibility of the ISCED distributions found in the EU‐LFS
by recoding ‘indigenous’ education variables in national data sets, the results are
positive overall, but with some exceptions. There is a systematic difference be‐
tween the EU‐LFS and the national data sources, in that the proportion of cases is
larger at ISCED 3A/B and smaller at ISCED 5A in the EU‐LFS. There are also a couple
of instances where there are differences of more than 4% between the two distri‐
butions (Czech Republic and Hungary), and a couple of cases where the EU‐LFS de‐
viates from the reclassification suggestions in the OECD and Eurostat mappings
(France and Spain). In one case (UK), the actual coding cannot be reproduced at
certain levels. In other cases again, the data can be coded in more detail than sug‐
gested by the EU‐LFS (Sweden, Slovenia).
The single chapters of this book present the results of the evaluation of the applica‐
tion of the ISCED‐97 in much more detail. Each country chapter starts by describing
the respective educational system and explaining how the ISCED is currently
mapped to national qualifications. This mapping is then evaluated with respect to
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how well national distinctions between qualifications are reflected in the ISCED‐97.
For many countries, a partial revision of how ISCED categories are ‘mapped’ to na‐
tional qualifications will be suggested, and some authors even propose a revision of
certain aspects of the ISCED itself in order to deal with problems revealed in the
application of the ISCED‐97 to their national data. Each chapter finally compares
the distribution of the ISCED‐97 in the EU‐LFS with the distribution that the na‐
tional experts derived from a large nationally representative data set by recoding
the ‘indigenous’ education variable into the ISCED‐97.
With respect to the order of the country chapters, geographically more or less
close countries follow each other. This often also makes sense from a substantive
point of view, as there are some commonalities within the broad regions of the
European Union and between neighbouring countries. The Netherlands, Germany
and France will make the start. These countries have highly differentiated educa‐
tional systems with a rather high degree of stratification between general and vo‐
cational education. They are followed by Southern Europe, represented by Spain
and Italy, where the general level of education is comparably lower and vocational
education less traditional than in the former group of countries. Then, Central and
Eastern Europe will be presented, going from South to North: Bulgaria, Slovenia,
Hungary, the Czech Republic, Poland and Estonia. These countries are marked by
changes in their educational systems following the collapse of the Soviet Union,
and are, not unlike the continental Western European countries, rather stratified.
The Scandinavian countries, Sweden and Finland, are probably least stratified
nowadays, but the UK and Ireland follow closely.
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