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ALTERNATIVES TO UNIVERSITIES REVISITED
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Box 1.1 defines the kind of programmes that are offered by tertiary institutions. Box 1.2 identifies 
the main examples of the institutions considered in this chapter. They vary greatly in terms of 
the distribution of students by level of study. Thus it should be borne in mind in interpreting this 
chapter that this sector is not homogeneous across countries. The expansion of non-university 
tertiary education has contributed to the heterogeneity of institutional types both within and 
across national education systems.

 Figure 1.1 Persons aged 15 and over participating in tertiary education by type of programme, 2001 (%)

1. Advanced research programmes missing.

Source: OECD.

Data for Figure 1.1, p. 45.
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Tertiary-type B Tertiary-type A Advanced research programmes

Box 1.1  The definition of tertiary education 

Tertiary education is traditionally defined not by where study takes place but by the 
characteristics of the course or programme. The accepted international classification of 
educational programmes, ISCED-97, distinguishes three types of tertiary programmes. OECD 
countries vary widely both in the overall size of their tertiary education systems, and in the 
share that each type of programme represents (see Figure 1.1).

ISCED 5A refers to programmes that are largely theoretically based and intended to provide 
sufficient qualifications for gaining entry into advanced research programmes and professions 
with high skills requirements. They are normally expected to be at least three years in duration, 
although examples exist of 5A programmes that are of shorter duration such as the university 
transfer programmes offered by Canadian and American community colleges.

ISCED 5B refers to programmes that, like ISCED 5A programmes, generally require successful 
completion of an upper secondary qualification or its equivalent for entry, but which are generally 
shorter, more practical, technical or occupationally specific than ISCED 5A programmes.

ISCED 6 refers to advanced research programmes, generally requiring submission of a thesis.

The boundary between 5A and 5B is in practice imprecise, as is the boundary between ISCED 5 
and ISCED 4 – the latter referring to post-secondary programmes that are not considered to be 
tertiary level. See OECD (2004d) for more detailed definitions.
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Tertiary-type B Tertiary-type A Advanced research 
programmes

Total tertiary

Switzerland

Germany1

Czech Republic

Mexico

Slovak Republic

Turkey

Italy

Japan

Netherlands

Hungary

Austria

France

Belgium

United Kingdom

Denmark

Portugal

Iceland

Canada

Sweden

Norway

Greece

Spain

Ireland

Australia

Poland

New Zealand

United States

Finland

Korea

0.6

0.5

0.3

0.1

0.1

0.8

0.1

0.9

0.1

0.1

0.4

1.0

2.2

1.3

0.4

0.1

0.4

1.2

0.2

0.4

1.7

0.6

2.1

1.2

0.1

1.5

1.4

0.2

3.4

2.0

2.5

2.5

3.0

3.0

2.5

3.5

2.7

3.8

3.7

3.2

3.0

2.0

2.8

3.9

4.2

4.3

3.5

4.5

4.8

3.5

4.6

3.4

4.2

5.5

4.3

4.8

5.9

4.8

0.2

m

0.2

0.0

0.2

0.0

0.0

0.1

0.1

0.1

0.4

0.2

0.1

0.2

0.1

0.1

0.0

0.1

0.3

0.1

0.1

0.2

0.1

0.2

0.1

0.1

0.1

0.5

0.1

2.7

3.0

3.0

3.1

3.3

3.4

3.7

3.7

3.9

3.9

3.9

4.2

4.2

4.3

4.4

4.5

4.7

4.8

4.9

5.3

5.3

5.4

5.5

5.6

5.7

6.0

6.3

6.6

8.4

1. Advanced research programmes are missing.
Source: OECD.
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Data for the figures

Data for Figure 1.1 

Persons aged 15 and over participating in tertiary education by type of programme, 2001 (%)

 ISCED levels

2 3 4 5B 5A 6 Total

Australia (TAFE colleges)

Austria (upper secondary vocational schools)

Japan (colleges of technology)

Austria (Akademien)

France (IUTs)

New Zealand (polytechnics)

Canada (community colleges)

Ireland (institutes of technology)

Norway (university colleges)

Netherlands (Hogescholen)

Austria (FHS)

Finland (polytechnics)

Germany (FHS)

23

0

0

0

0

0

0

0

0

0

0

0

0

51

68

60

0

0

48

0

0

0

0

0

0

0

12

28

0

0

0

20

32

11

1

0

0

0

0

14

4

40

100

100

18

48

64

6

2

0

0

0

0

0

0

0

0

15

20

26

93

98

100

100

100

0

0

0

0

0

0

0

<1

<1

0

0

0

0

100

100

100

100

100

100

100

100

100

100

100

100

100

Note: Entries are arranged in order of the percentages of total enrolments at ISCED 5A and 6.

1. ISCED levels 4-6 are defined in Box 1.1. ISCED level 2 refers to lower secondary education, and ISCED level 3 to upper secondary education.

2. Or nearest year.

Source: OECD. 

Data for Figure 1.2 

Total enrolments in selected non-university tertiary institutions, by ISCED level,1 20012 (%)




