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Executive Summary 
 

ü Tertiary education includes university studies as well as higher vocational education and 

training. Universities are the main institutions that provide university studies, while higher 

vocational education is usually linked to secondary schools and to special vocational 

institutions. Vocational education and training can be delivered in both public and private 

schools. The latter can be subsidized. This educational level can also be delivered through 

distance courses. 

 

ü Spainôs tertiary education system includes the following: 

¶ University education. 

¶ Non-university tertiary education, which is subdivided into 
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a) Post-secondary higher vocational education (which covers approximately 89% of 

non-university tertiary education). 

b) Various types of courses that are governed by specific legislative provisions and 

offer a specific qualification. They include military education (army, air force and 

navy) and specific forms of specialist education. 

 

ü At the university education, the current system is organised as follow: 

¶ Short cycle courses (first cycle). These courses are oriented towards professional skills 

and lead to a university diploma. In general, they last two to three years. 

¶ Long cycle courses (first and second cycle). In this case, the completion of the first 

cycle does not lead to a university or professional qualification. Depending on the type 

of course, completion of the first and second cycles leads to a degree. These courses 

last from four to five years.  

¶ Second cycle courses. These courses lead to a degree and generally last two years. 

Students can take this type of course once they have earned a first cycle qualification or 

completed the first cycle of a long cycle course. 

¶ Third cycle courses. These courses can be undertaken by long degree holders and are 

aimed at specialisation in various scientific, technical and artistic fields, as well as 

training in research techniques. After taking several courses students obtain an 

accreditation certificate for advanced education, after which they may submit a doctoral 

thesis on an original research subject to obtain the academic title of Doctor in the 

corresponding field. The planning of doctoral courses is carried out by university 

research departments and institutes. 

 

ü In addition to courses leading to official and national diplomas, universities offer 

professional specialisation courses. These continuing education courses have a practical 

approach and are very successful in most universities. The length and entrance 

requirements for these courses vary considerably from university to university.  This type 

of offering does not form part of the official qualification structure. 

 

ü Over the past three decades, the number of students and universities has increased three-

fold, attaining one of the highest rates of university education in Europe: 30% of women 

and 22% of men between 24 and 34 years of age have graduated from university. The 

process of decentralising the university system in physical terms has been accompanied by 

political and administrative decentralisation: powers have been handed over to the 

autonomous regions in the area of tertiary education. Moreover, in the last years university 

research has developed and research output indicators have increased dramatically. Another 

outstanding fact is the increase in the international mobility of academic staff and students. 

 

ü In the last two decades, the number of universities in Spain has doubled. At present Spain 

has 50 public universities. Two are special universities focused on continuing education 

and summer courses. One is a distance learning institution. There are 23 private 

universities; one of them is a distance learning university. Seven of the private institutions 

belong to the Catholic Church. 

 

ü From the 1980s till the mid 1990s, most powers over education, which had previously 

pertained exclusively to the central government, were devolved to the autonomous regions. 

Nevertheless, central government keeps control on the legal framework for education and 

on the studentôs aid system. The Ministry of Education and Science (MEC) is the central 

government department entrusted with exercising this legal control. Furthermore, two 

universities continue to be run by the central government: the National Distance-Learning 

University and the Menendez Pelayo International University. 

 

ü The recent past of Spanish universities has taken place within the framework of university 

reforms, the first of these under the University Reform Law (LRU), which came into force 
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in 1983, and the second under the Organic Law of Universities (LOU), which was 

introduced in 2001. The first of these focused on universitiesô social embeddedness, 

democratic organisation and scientific modernisation. The LOUôs main concerns were the 

instrumentalisation of quality assurance policies and preparations for the Spanish university 

systemôs entry into the EHEA. Other measures envisaged in this law, such as regulations 

governing the functioning of universities, have been the centre of debate on education. The 

organic law that amends the LOU was approved in April of the current year. 

 

ü One of the main challenges faced by the Spanish higher education system is its full 

integration into the European Higher Education Area. It is hoped that this process will 

improve coordination and make the system more competitive and allow it to improve 

quality, without detriment to the measures already in place aimed at fostering closer links 

with the social environment and guaranteeing equity in access. 

 

ü To enrol in higher education, students are required to have successfully completed the final, 

non-compulsory stage of secondary education. Students have to pass an entrance 

examination to get into long cycle courses and the most popular short cycle courses. In the 

2004-2005 academic year, 76.5% of students gained admission to university in this way. 

An average mark is obtained by combining the results of the examination with the marks 

obtained by students in the final, non-compulsory stage of secondary education. Admission 

to specific degree courses in public universities depends on the resulting average mark.  

 

ü The final secondary education diploma (bachillerato) is required to enrol in the highest 

level of vocational education. This is why it should be considered as tertiary education 

despite the fact that in Spain it has always been seen as an extension of secondary 

education rather than a part of higher education. The Organic Law establishes that higher 

education encompasses both university studies and vocational education as well as higher 

artistic education, higher design, visual arts and higher sports studies, in agreement with the 

International Standard Classification of Education. 

 

ü Access to higher vocational education can be gained directly or by taking a special test 

designed to demonstrate that the candidate has sufficient knowledge and skills to benefit 

from a higher vocational course, without prior qualifications. Additionally, students are 

allowed to enrol in professional modules linked to occupational units of competence 

provided they show proof of the access requirements before finishing their studies. The 

academic requirements for direct access are either the certificate received on successfully 

completing the final, non-compulsory stage of secondary education, or one of the following 

academic qualifications or credentials: specialised technician, advanced technician or 

equivalent, university qualification or equivalent. 

 

ü The participation of Spanish students in mobility programmes such as Socrates/Erasmus is 

increasingly high. Between 1994-1995 and 2004-2005, the number of students from 

Spanish universities on this programme rose from 8,537 to 21,350. The main destination 

countries were Italy (4,250), France (3,412), the United Kingdom (2,974) and Germany 

(2,553). The number of Socrates/Erasmus students studying in Spain in the 2003-2004 

academic year was 24,076 - 83% more than five years earlier. Italy (5,688), France (5,115) 

and Germany (4,325) sent the greatest numbers of students. 

 

ü Mobility is very low in Spain. Most students do not move to another region to study (or to 

another city if they can study their desired choice of degree in their own city). In this sense, 

all Spanish universities have a strong regional dimension, something which is not 

necessarily positive. The same situation can be applied to vocational education and 

training, as theses studies are strongly linked to the place of residence. 
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ü In the Spanish education system, vocational education has excellent direct links with the 

working world. All vocational education courses include a specific module carried out in 

the workplace, and establish direct contact with the working world. Pupils who have carried 

out work placement in a company are often employed by the same company when they 

graduate. 

 

ü The scholarship system is regulated by the MEC. It establishes a maximum limit of family 

per capita income, above which students are not entitled to the established benefits and also 

quantifies the required academic performance. There is a minimum threshold of academic 

performance, expressed in the form of average marks, below which students are not entitled 

to receive grants. The norm establishes that the selection process for grant-holders should 

benefit the students with the highest academic performance. The autonomous communities 

also offer study grants and scholarships that are generally complementary to those offered 

by MEC or aimed at promoting certain areas of study. 

 

ü The total amount of money spent on tertiary education in Spain increased by 47% from 

1995 to 2001. This was the highest growth rate in the EU, where the average was 26%. 

 

ü The Spanish public university system has four main sources of funding:  

¶ Regional government subsidies. Each autonomous region is responsible for the general 

funding and investments of the public universities in its region.  

¶ Student aid. The central government is responsible for most grants and scholarships. 

The student aid system only represents 0.09% of GDP. 

¶ Tuition fees. Student fees are not particularly high (on average, 631ú per academic 

year) and they represent around 18% of total costs. 

¶ Revenue from research activities and other services. These funds come mainly from 

knowledge transfer, continuing education, contracts, patents, collaboration agreements 

with other institutions or individuals and the creation of foundations and other entities. 

Central government and the European Union, through their competitive Call for 

Proposals are an important part of these sources. 

 

ü Public funds are the main source of funding for university R&D&I, and accounted for 71% 

of the total funds in 2003. There are two types of public funding: general university funds, 

and funds allocated to specific R&D&I projects. 

 

ü Science and technology parks were introduced in Spain by the autonomous regions, and 

this has influenced their development and progress in the regions. In recent years, the parks 

have adapted to the policies of the autonomous regions they are located in. They have also 

created regional networks to link the parks together. There is great diversity among 

autonomous regions in the development of the parks, which creates a great wealth of 

experience. Thus, Spanish universities, in their role as the public agents that carry out 

R&D, establish relations with the private business sector and the technology transfer 

between these two groups is increasingly reinforced. 

 

ü Spin-offs are companies with a high technological content. They are formed to 

commercially exploit the research carried out in a university, and transform it into value. 

They are a useful and dynamic mechanism for technology transfer and they boost the 

national and regional economy. In addition, they create employment for highly qualified 

people. By September 2004, Spanish universities had created 479 spin-offs. 

 

ü Communication barriers between universities and companies explain current difficulties in 

the process of transferring knowledge. In addition, there are inherent communication 

difficulties due to these institutionsô very distinct ways of thinking. 
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ü In Spanish public universities, human resources are divided into two groups: teaching and 

research staff (PDI) and administrative and service staff (PAS). Each of these groups 

includes civil service staff and non-civil service staff. These groups are further divided into 

various categories that fulfil a wide range of tasks and needs. It is important to highlight the 

weight and influence of the civil servant teaching staff, whose status may be comparable to 

that of any public employee, as far as rights and obligations are concerned. 

 

ü There are currently 89,305 academic staff working at Spanish public universities; of these 

around 10% are full professors, 33% are associate professors (a doctoral degree is required 

for these positions), and 14% are college professors (teaching first cycle vocational courses 

and with no requirement of a doctoral degree). These three categories are civil-servant 

positions. The rest of the academic staff is in non-tenured positions.  

 

ü The number of non-civil service academic staff may not exceed 49% of the total number of 

academic staff at a particular university. At both private and public universities, at least 

50% of the teaching staff must hold a doctorate. Furthermore, at least 50% of the academic 

(non civil-servant) staff must have received a favourable assessment from Spain's National 

Agency for Quality Assessment and Accreditation (ANECA) or from the quality agency in 

the autonomous region. Active members of the civil service academic staff working at a 

public university and full-time non civil-servant academic staff are not allowed to join the 

teaching staff of a private university.  

 

ü Non-academic staff (PAS) include civil service staff from the ranks of the universities, non-

civil service staff, and civil service staff from the corps and ranks of other public 

administrations. Non-academic staff at public universities are responsible for supporting, 

assisting and advising academic staff and fulfilling administrative and management 

functions, especially in the following areas: human resources, administration, financial 

matters, data processing, record keeping, libraries, teaching and research laboratory 

technicians, information and general services.  

 

ü Teachers of higher vocational education courses are required to have the same 

qualifications as secondary school teachers, that is, the qualifications required are those that 

imply a degree in an academic field, besides the specific pedagogical and didactic training 

of a post-degree level. In the case of Vocational Education, for accessing to a position as a 

civil servant teachers have to pass examinations organised by the educational 

administration, followed by a competitive phase that considers the merit of the candidate, 

such as academic training and previous experience. 
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CHAPTER 1. NATIONAL CONTEXT OF TERTIARY EDUCATION  

 
1. Spain has been a constitutional monarchy since the Spanish Constitution was approved in 

1978. It is made up of 17 autonomous regions and two autonomous cities (Ceuta and Melilla 

in Northern Africa). These have legislative, budgetary, administrative and executive powers 

which are guaranteed through their respective statutes of autonomy. Spanish is the official 

language of the whole state, but the Constitution also recognises the official status of Spain's 

other languages in some autonomous regions. 

 

2. Spain joined the European Union in 1986, and became one of the member states of the "Euro 

Zone" in 1999. According to the World Bankôs 2004 classification, it has the world's eighth 

largest economy, with a gross domestic product of ú799 billion and a per capita income of 

ú19,456 (2004). Its life expectancy is in the world's top three and its infant mortality among 

the lowest in the world. In January 2006, Spain had 44,395,300 inhabitants, of which almost 

3.9 million were foreign citizens.
1
 In 2003, Spain received 50% of EU immigration, 

particularly immigrants from North and Sub-Saharan Africa, Eastern Europe and Latin 

America. 

 
1.1 Economy and employment 

 

3. Over the last decade, Spain's economic growth has been higher than the EU average every 

year and this has progressively reduced the gap between its average income and that of its EU 

partners. The average annual increase in the Spanish economy for the period 2000-2004 was 

2.55%. Spain has also seen a rapid recovery from the recent international slowdown in 

economic growth. This continuous growth in the economy has been aided by low interest 

rates and high job creation rates, However, inflation, which is relatively high (3.4% in 2005) 

and reduces competitiveness, and the marked increase in living costs (18% in 2005) may 

undermine economic growth.  

 

4. Over the last decade, the proportion of temporary work contracts has grown significantly. A 

third of all employees are now on temporary contracts. Official data for unemployment are 

still high (10.2%), especially among young people between 16 and 24 years of age (21.8%) 

and women (13.6%),
2
 though it should be pointed out that the latter has seen a 14-point 

reduction over the past ten years (INE, 2005).  

 

5. The service sector in Spain has grown continuously since the 1950s, and now represents 66% 

of the economy. This expansion has come mainly at the expense of the primary sector, 

although over the last few years the industrial sector, which represents 20% of GDP, has also 

begun to decline. Retail, tourism, banking and telecommunications make up a vital part of 

economic activity in the service sector. Tourism is particularly important in Spain, which has 

now become the world's second most popular tourist destination, behind France. In the 

agricultural sector, Spain is an important producer of wine, olive oil, fruit and vegetables. The 

country has also developed a large greenhouse industry in the south-east becoming one of the 

most competitive suppliers of fresh produce in the European market. Because of its 

geographical location and port tradition, Spain also has a well-established fishing industry 

serving mainly the domestic market. Car manufacturing is the most prominent industry in 

Spainðmore than 80% of cars are exportedðand its contribution to GDP is nearly 5%. The 

construction industry has also grown, particularly in recent years, and represents a larger 

proportion of the economy than in most European countries. The increasing relocation of 

agricultural and industrial production and an ageing population contribute to the trend for an 

increased rise in the importance of the service sector for the economy in the coming years. 

                                                 
1 Spanish Institute of Statistics (INE), population figures for 01/01/2006. 
2 INE, Encuesta de Población Activa (Labour Force Survey). Estimated figures for the first quarter of 2005. 
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1.2 Political decentralisation 

 

6. The decentralisation process of the Spanish state, which was initiated in 1979, has 

transformed an extremely centralised territorial model into one that gives substantial 

redistribution of government which continues to be debated today. The territorial distribution 

of devolved government is based on a historical, political and cultural context, but it is also a 

way of increasing efficiency in managing policy and public resources.  

 

7. From the 1980s till the mid 1990s, most powers over education, which had previously 

pertained exclusively to the central government, were turned over to the autonomous regions. 

Nevertheless, central government maintains control over the legal framework for education 

and the student aid system. 

 

1.3 Demography, culture and education 

 

8. The ageing of the population over the past few decades, due to the low birth rate and 

increased life expectancy means that Spain is going through a period known as the 

demographic dividend, since most of the population is of working age. This demographic 

dividend is increasing due to the recent  arrival of a large proportion of the non-EU citizens 

that have immigrated to Spain. 

 

9. From the last third of the 20th Century until the present, the Spanish population has 

experienced a constant growth in numeric terms, which has not been distributed equally 

among the Autonomous Communities, mainly because of economic and social reasons.  

Some Communities have shown very pronounced percentage growths in their population (as 

in the case of Catalonia, the Valencian Community and Madrid), while others are 

experiencing more moderate growth (Murcia, the Canary Islands, the Balearic Islands). The 

majority have shown slight percentage losses (Castile and Leon, Galicia, Basque Country). 

This could give us an idea of the strength of certain regions and communities, as well as some 

geographical imbalances in total population growth. 

 

Table1.1 Population by Autonomous Community (2005) 

Autonomous Community Population (2005) % of total  Population (1998) % of total  

Total  44,108,530  100.00  39,852,651 100.00 

Andalusia 7,849,799  17.81  7,236,459 18.17 

Aragon  1,269,027 2.87  1,183,234 2.97 

Asturias   1,076,635 2.44 1,081,834 2.72  

Balearic Islands 983,131 2.23 796,483  2.00 

Canary Islands 1,968,280  4.46 1,630,015 4,09  

Cantabria 562,309  1.27 527,137 1.32 

Castile and Leon  2,510,849  5.69 2,484,603  6.24 

Castile La-Mancha 1,894,667  4.30 1,716,152        4.30   

Catalonia 6,995,206  15.86 6,147,610 15.42  
Valencian Community 4,692,449 10.64 4,023,441 10.10 
Extremadura  1,083,879 2.46 1,069,419 2.69  
Galicia  2,762,198 6.26 2,724,544 6.83  

Madrid (Community)  5,964,143  13.52 5,091,336 12.78  
Murcia (Region) 1,335,792  3.03 1,115,068  2.79 
Navarre 593,472 1.34 530,819 1.33 
Basque Country 2,124,846 4.82 2,098,628 5.26 
La Rioja 301,084 0.68 263,644 0.66 
Ceuta (autonomous city) 75,276 0.17 72,117 0.18 

 Melilla (autonomous city) 65,448  0.15 60,108  0.15 

Source: INE (2006) 
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10. The Spanish Constitution defines the country as a non-denominational state, but guarantees 

the religious freedom and the freedom of worship of individuals and ensures cooperative 

relations between public authorities and all religious confessions. Roman Catholicism is the 

main religion, although less than a fifth of the population consider themselves to be practising 

Catholics. Seventeen percent of the population are atheist or agnostic and 2.3% of the 

population are of other minority religions.
4
 These include Muslims and Evangelical 

Christians, whose numbers have grown over the past few years with the arrival of foreigners. 

 
Figure 1.1 Population pyramid by sex and 

age ranges, according to nationality (2004) 
Figure 1.2 Population density of Spanish provinces (2005) 

 

  
Source: INE (2005) Source: INE (2006) 

 

 

11. The numbers of foreign inhabitants in Spain currently accounts for 8.7% of the population, 

with South Americans being the main immigrant group (31% of all foreigners), followed by 

EU citizens (24%) and Africans (19%). 

 
Table 1.2 Foreigners by nationality (2004) 

Main 

nationalities 

No. of 

foreigners 

(thousands) 

% of 

total 

Total  3,884.6  100.00  

Morocco 535.0  13.77  

Ecuador  399.6  10.29  

Romania  382.0  9.83  

United Kingdom 274.0  7.05  

Colombia  238.6  6.14  

Germany 150.2  3.87  

Argentina  136.0  3.50  

Bolivia  132.4  3.41  

Italy 115.4  2.97  

China  98.1  2.53  

Bulgaria 93.8  2.41  

France  89.7  2.31  

Peru  86.9  2.24  

Portugal  80.3  2.07  
         Source: INE.  N.B.: Provisional data 

 

12. Spain is a linguistically and culturally diverse country. Two out of every five Spaniards 

(39.63%) live in one of the autonomous regions in which a co-official language is spoken 

alongside Spanish: 6.26% of the population lives in Galicia, where Galician is spoken; 4.82% 
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in the Basque Country, where Basque is spoken; and 28.55% in Catalonia, the Balearic 

Islands and Valencia, where Catalan and Valencian are spoken. In tertiary education, Catalan 

is currently the language used in 70% of the teaching carried out in Catalonia, and to a lesser 

extent in the autonomous regions of Valencia and the Balearic Islands. Teaching in Galician 

varies among the tertiary educational institutions in Galicia. At the Basque Country 

universities, around a third of the students are taught in Basque. 

 

13. Over the past three decades, the number of students in the Spanish tertiary education system 

has tripled. In the 2004-2005 academic year, there were 1,794,370 students and a net 

enrolment rate of 53%. Today, 18.1% of women and 18.9% of men have taken tertiary 

education courses (Graph 1.1). 

 
Table 1.3 Evolution of school attendance rates by age 

Age ranges in years 
Academic years 

1995-1996
1
 2000-2001

1
 2005-2006

2,3
 

Under 3 5.7 8.7 15.6 

3 61.7 89.7 95.9 

4 to 5 100.0 100.0 100.0 

6 to 11 100.0 100.0 100.0 

12 to 15 99.0 100.0 100.0 

16 to 17 77.8 81.6 81.8 

18 to 20 56.2 56.3 56.5 

21 to 24 30.0 32.3 32.4 
 

Source: MEC (2005) Datos y cifras. Curso escolar 2005-2006. (1) Rates calculated using INE 1991-2001 intercensual estimates. (2) Rates calculated 

using the latest INE population projections (2001 census used as the base). (3) Estimated figures. 

 

 

 

 

 

Graph 1.1 Percentage distribution for those over 16 years old by level of qualifications and gender (2001) 

 

 
Source: INE, Censos de Población y Viviendas 2001 

 

1.4 Spending on education and research 

 

14. Spanish public spending on education was 4.3% of GDP in 2005. Although, in absolute 

terms, spending on education has increased continuously throughout the last decade, this 
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increase has been lower than GDP growth (Table 1.4), and at all education levels public 

spending remains below the average for OECD countries. This difference is even clearer if 

we look at spending on university education, which receives little more than a fifth of the 

total amount of public spending on education (Graph 1.2). Spending on private education by 

Spanish families represents about 1% of GDP. 
 

Table 1.4 Evolution of total spending on education as a proportion  of GDP 

Year 

Total spending (1) Public spending (2) Spending by families (3) 

Amount 

(millions 

of euros) 

% GDP 
Amount 

(millions 

of euros) 

% GDP 
Amount 

(millions 

of euros) 

% GDP 

Base: 

2000 

(4) 

Base: 

1995 

(5) 

Base: 

2000 

(4) 

Base: 

1995 

(5) 

Base: 

2000 

(4) 

Base: 

1995 

(5) 

1995 25,836 5.78 5.90 20,609 4.61 4.71 5,696.9 1.27 1.30 

1996 27,388 5.78 5.90 21,925 4.63 4.72 6,037.7 1.27 1.30 

1997 28,622 5.68 5.79 22,785 4.52 4.61 6,298.5 1.25 1.27 

1998 30,283 5.61 5.74 23,999 4.45 4.55 6,791.8 1.26 1.29 

1999 32,340 5.58 5.72 25,688 4.43 4.54 7,128.0 1.23 1.26 

2000 34,286 5.44 5.62 27,407 4.35 4.49 7,404.3 1.17 1.21 

2001 36,345 5.35 5.56 29,208 4.30 4.47 7,693.3 1.13 1.18 

2002 38,820 5.32 5.56 31,441 4.31 4.50 7,958.1 1.09 1.14 

2003 41,497 5.32 5.57 33,897 (6) 4.34 4.55 8,202.3 1.05 1.10 

2004 43,786 5.23 5.48 36,032 (7) 4.30 4.51 8,558.5 1.02 1.07 

2005 46,629 5.20  38,566 (7) 4.30  8,926.5 1.00  
Source: Our own table is based on figures from a Ministry of Education and Science publication: Ministerio de Educación y Ciencia (2005) Datos y cifras. 

Curso escolar 2005/2006. Notes: (1) Total consolidated expenditure (excluding transfers between the public sector and families). (2) Refers to spending on 

education (paid from budgetary revenues) by all public bodies, including universities. Source: Estadística del Gasto Público en Educación (Statistics on 

Public Spending on Education). (3) Source: INE, up to 1998. Estimated figures from 1999 onwards and revised from those previously published based on the 

evolution of expenditure in the end consumption of educational services by families within the Spanish National Accounts. (4) GDP, 2000 base. Source: 

INE, up to 2004 and latest Ministry of Economy and Finance forecast for 2005. (5) GDP, 1995 base. Source: INE. (6) Provisional figure. (7) Estimated 

figure based on initial budgets. NB: As a result of the change in the base of the Spanish National Accounts, GDP has increased with regard to that obtained 

using the old 1995 base. This has caused the percentage of spending on education to decrease based on the new GDP. For this reason, the table lists spending 

on education as a percentage of GDP calculated using the 2000 and 1995 bases. 

 

 

Graph 1.2 Distribution of public spending on education (2005)  

 
Source: MEC (2005) Datos y Cifras, Curso 2005/2006. 

 

15. Spending on research and development has increased several times over the past few years, 

but the figure of 1.1% of GDP reached in 2003 is still considerably below the European 

average (1.8%) and the average of OECD countries (2.26%). The government is committed 

to spending 2% of GDP on education by 2010, and to increase the proportion of private 

spending on R&D, which is currently 54.1%. There are currently only 7 autonomous regions 

in Spain where private investment in R&D is higher than public spending: the Basque 

Country (75.8%), Navarre (68.9%), Catalonia (68.4%), Aragón (62.8%), La Rioja (59.7%), 

Madrid (58.1%) and Castile-Leon (53.2%). 
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CHAPTER 2. DESCRIPTION OF TERTIARY EDUCATION IN SPAIN  

 

2.1 Introduction 

 

16. Tertiary education includes university studies as well as higher vocational education 

and training. Universities are the main institutions that provide university studies, 

while higher vocational education is usually linked to secondary schools and to 

special vocational institutions. 

 

17. The Spanish Constitution neither establishes higher education as mandatory nor indicates its 

purposes.  For that reason we must turn to the ordinances to understand what aims and 

objectives are pursued with higher education in Spain.  In the preamble to Law 4/2007, which 

is modified by the Organic Law of Universities 6/2001 that regulates university education, 

the aims, goals and objectives of university education are not very clearly defined, but the 

intention to adapt to future challenges and to societal demands is mentioned
3
.  There is also 

mention made of, in accordance with the principles promoted by the European Union, 

ñsupport for the modernization of universities...with the aim of turning them into active 

agents for the transformation of Europe into an economy fully integrated into a knowledge 

societyò.  To achieve this goal, the Law establishes that ñreforms are based on the desire to 

strengthen the autonomy of universities while reinforcing the requirement that they be held 

accountable for the fulfilment of their functionsò. 

 

18. Over the past three decades, the number of students and universities has increased three-fold, 

attaining one of the highest rates of university education in Europe: 30% of women and 22% 

of men between 24 and 34 years of age have graduated from university. University 

institutions have been set up in all cities and major towns. This process of decentralising the 

university system in physical terms has been accompanied by political and administrative 

decentralisation: powers have been handed over to the autonomous regions in the area of 

tertiary education.  

 
19. One of the main challenges faced by the Spanish higher education system is its full 

integration into the European Higher Education Area. It is hoped that this process will 

improve coordination and make the system more competitive and allow it to improve  quality, 

without detriment to the measures already in place aimed at fostering closer links with the 

social environment and guaranteeing equity in access. At the moment, the implementation of 

new degree courses adapted to the EHEA and the reform of the Organic Law of Universities 

are the focal points of the debate on higher education in Spain. 

 

20. For the 2004-2005 academic year, the main facts for tertiary education in Spain were as 

follows: 

¶ A total of 1,794,370 people were enrolled in tertiary education, 85.6% of these in the 

university system, in which there were 1,535,626 students. Approximately, 53% and 

45% of the population of the cohorts between 18 and 23 years of age were enrolled in 

tertiary and university education respectively
4
. 

¶ Of the 73 Spanish universities, 50 are public and 23 are private. The former received 

91% of registrations.  

¶ Tertiary education in Spain accounts for 1.2% of GDP and employs, directly or 

indirectly, 235,000 people: 89,305 are academic staff (50,190 of these are professors in 

public universities). 

                                                 
3
 Literally, it states that ñThe new teaching model offers up a different way of understanding the university 

and its relationship with society.  The idea is to offer quality education that takes into account the challenges 

of knowledge and responds to societal needsò. 

 
4
 This a gross rate. Real values are lower. 
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¶ There were 216,249 new admissions and 217,645 students graduated. 

¶ Public expenditure on university education amounted to ú7.4 billion, which represented 
0.95% of GDP. 

¶ Women in higher vocational education cycles account for 50.4% of enrolment, and 

53.5% in university education. Female university graduates account for 58.8% of the 

total number of first and second cycle graduates, and 49.1% of third cycle graduates. 

¶ A total of 6,864 doctoral degrees were awarded in 2003. 

 

2.2 Regulatory framework 

 

21. The following laws currently regulate tertiary education in Spain: 

¶ The 1978 Spanish Constitution, which enshrines the three basic principles on which 

university legislation is based: the right of all Spaniards to education, academic 

freedom and university autonomy. 

¶ The Organic Law of Universities (LOU) 6/2001 regulates university organisation, 

administration and management, academic planning and research. 

¶ The Organic Law of Education (LOE) 2/2006, of 3 May, which is being expanded to 

cover all educational levels. 

¶ Law 19/1997, of 9 June, which modifies Law 1/1986, of 7 January, by which the 

General Council for Vocational Education is constituted. 

¶ The Organic Law 5/2002, of 19 June, on Qualifications and Vocational Training, which 

organises an overall system of vocational training qualifications and accreditationtRD 

1558/2005, of 23
rd
 December, regulates the basic requirements of integrated vocational 

education schools.  

¶ RD 1538/2006, of 15 December, organises the Vocational Education System.  

¶ Specific provisions for adapting to the EHEA (European Higher Education Area), the 

most significant of which are RD 253/2003 on the recognition of qualifications with 

regard to professional activities; RD 285/2004, which regulates the conditions for 

recognising and validating foreign qualifications and higher education courses; RD 

1125/2003 on the European credit and qualifications systems; RD 1044/2003 on the 

European Diploma Supplement; RD 55/2005 on the structure of university education 

and the regulation of official university undergraduate courses; RD 1171/2003 on the 

mobility of professionals; RD 56/2005, on the regulation of official postgraduate 

courses; and RD Amendment 1509/2005 on undergraduate and postgraduate courses
5
.  

¶ The Organic Law 4/2007, of 12 April, that modifies the Organic Law of Universities 

(LOU). 

 

22. Furthermore, some autonomous regions have drawn up provisions to regulate their own 

specific tertiary education systems in their respective territories.  

 

 

 

2.2.1 Main changes  

 

23. The recent past of Spanish universities has taken place within the framework of university 

reforms, the first of these under the University Reform Law (LRU), which came into force in 

1983, and the second under the Organic Law of Universities (LOU), which was introduced in 

2001. The first of these focused on universitiesô social embeddedness, democratic 

organisation and scientific modernisation. The LOUôs main concerns were the 

instrumentalisation of quality assurance policies and preparations for the Spanish university 

systemôs entry into the EHEA. Other measures envisaged in this law, such as regulations 

                                                 
5
 The Government is planning to reform the last two decrees related to the structure of the new undergraduate 

and graduate degrees.  
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governing the functioning of universities, have been the centre of debate on education. The 

organic law that amends the LOU was approved in April of the current year.  The 

modification of the LOU in 2007 introduced changes related to rector elections, teaching staff 

accredidation, teacher selection, and the coordinating bodies of university policy. 

 

 

 

2.3 Types of tertiary education  

 

24. Spainôs tertiary education system includes the following: 

¶ University education. 

¶ Non-university tertiary education, which is subdivided into 

a) Post-secondary higher vocational education (which covers approximately 89% of 

non-university tertiary education). It includes higher vocational, professional 

visual arts and higher design as well as higher sports studies.  

b) Various types of courses that are governed by specific legislative provisions and 

offer a specific qualification. They include military education (army, air force 

and navy) and specific forms of specialist education. 

 
 

2.3.1 University education 

 

25. The current system is organised as follow: 

¶ Short cycle courses (first cycle). These courses are oriented towards professional skills 

and lead to a university diploma. In general, they last two to three years,. 

¶ Long cycle courses (first and second cycle). In this case, the completion of the first 

cycle does not lead to a university or professional qualification. Depending on the type 

of course, completion of the first and second cycles leads to a degree. These courses 

last from four to five years.  

¶ Second cycle courses. These courses lead to a degree and generally last two years. 

Students can take this type of course once they have earned a first cycle qualification or 

completed the first cycle of a long cycle course. 

¶ Third cycle courses. These courses can be undertaken by long degree holders and are 

aimed at specialisation in various scientific, technical and artistic fields, as well as 

training in research techniques. After taking several courses students obtain an 

accreditation certificate for advanced education, after which they may submit a doctoral 

thesis on an original research subject to obtain the academic title of Doctor in the 

corresponding field. The planning of doctoral courses is carried out by university 

research departments and institutes. 

 

26. In addition to courses leading to official and national diplomas, universities offer professional 

specialisation courses. These continuing education courses have a practical approach and are 

very successful in most universities. The length and entrance requirements for these courses 

vary considerably from university to university.  This type of offering does not form part of 

the official qualification structure. 

 

27. Nevertheless, the organisation of degree courses is currently in a state of flux pending their 

adaptation to the EHEA. The documents issued by the Government recently establish the 

structure of university education on two differentiated levels, undergraduate and postgraduate 

education; the latter is in turn divided into two cycles. 

¶ Undergraduate education. The first university cycle comprises basic and general 

education, as well as training geared to the exercise of professional activities. All the 

courses should have 240 ECTS. Successful completion of this cycle leads to the 

corresponding qualification (grado). Universities will be given freedom to define the 
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curricula. This represents the end of a historical tradition in which the state established 

a large portion of the curricula in order to maintain ñnational diplomasò. 

¶ Postgraduate education.  

o The second university cycle comprises advanced, specialist or multidisciplinary 

training, whose aim is academic or professional specialisation; it may also provide 

grounding in research. The successful completion of this cycle leads to a Masterôs 

degree. Masterôs will have between 60 and 120 ECTS. 

o The third university cycle provides students with advanced training in research 

techniques. It may require a Masterôs degree or specific courses, and other research 

training activities. It also includes the writing and presentation of a doctoral thesis 

based on original research. Successful completion of this cycle leads to the title of 

Doctor, which represents the highest level of advanced academic education.  

 

2.3.1.1 Objectives of university education  

 

28. According to the LOU, universities should serve society in the following ways: 

¶ By creating, developing, transmitting and appraising science, technology and culture. 

¶ By training students to undertake professional activities that require the application of 

scientific knowledge and methods or by training students in the arts. 

¶ By disseminating, appraising and transferring knowledge with the aim of enhancing 

culture, quality of life and economic development. 

 

29. Within the framework of the EHEA, the objectives of the LOU are to improve the quality of 

the university system, to foster the mobility of students and teachers, to respond to the 

challenges of distance higher education, by means of ICTs, and lifelong learning, and to 

integrate the system competitively in the European university area that is beginning to take 

shape.  

 

30. The lack of formal diversification among Spanish universities must be mentioned. At least 

formally, all universities have similar objectives, all are research orientated and all offer 

similar degree courses (a large proportion of curricula are established at national level by the 

central government
6
). 

 

 

2.3.2 Non-university education 
 

2.3.2.1 Higher vocational education 

 

31. Higher vocational education encompasses a series of modular training courses (ciclos 

formativos de grado superior) that vary in duration (one or two years). Students enrol in these 

courses after finishing secondary education. These courses comprise different theoretical and 

practical areas of knowledge depending on the professional branch they belong to. The 

duration of higher training courses is between 1,300 and 2,000 hours (between one and a half 

and two academic years). Work placements account for 350-750 hours of training and 

activities. 

 

32. The objectives of higher vocational education are as follows: 

¶ For students to acquire the professional skills pertaining to the qualification they are 

studying for, and for them to become acquainted with the organisation and 

characteristics of the sector, as well as the ways to gain entry into the profession. 

¶ For them to become familiar with basic legislation and their rights and obligations. 

                                                 
6
 The new government proposal for adapting degree courses to the EHEA leaves behind the tradition of 

national diplomas. The government will consequently no longer establish common curricula.  
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¶ For them to acquire the knowledge and skills needed to work safely and prevent 

accidents. 

¶ For them to acquire a professional identity and maturity that will spur them on to 

further learning and enable them to adapt to changes in their field. 

 

 

2.4 Governance of the tertiary education system 

 

33. In keeping with the decentralised model, governance over education is generally divided up 

among the state, the autonomous regions, local governments and educational institutions, as 

set out in the Constitution, the Statutes of Autonomy and the regulatory framework 

mentioned in Section 2.1. 

 

34. The central government keeps control over the legal framework that guarantees the 

homogeneity and unity of the education system and guarantees the equality of Spanish 

citizens. The Ministry of Education and Science (MEC) is the central government department 

entrusted with exercising this legal control.  

 

35. The autonomous regions, on the other hand, have the ability to regulate and administer 

education. Frameworks are in place that develop the basic state regulations and exercise the 

general administrative capacity of managing the education system in the autonomous region. 

The government of each autonomous region is responsible for administering the educational 

institutions within its territory. It has the jurisdiction to set up, authorise and oversee the 

running of public and private institutions, staff, and to build and equip new educational 

facilities and renovate existing ones. 

 

36. The University Coordination Council (CCU) is the systemôs coordinating body. It is 
composed of all the university rectors, those responsible for higher university education from 

regional governments and experts appointed by the central government and by the parliament. 

Most proposals related to higher university education have to be reported on by the CCU, 

although not necessarily its recommendations are compulsory. 

 

37. As regards higher vocational education, there is a Vocational Subcommittee run by the 

Sectoral Education Conference, a meeting point  for coordinating the diverse policies carried 

out by the different Autonomous Communities. Aditionally, the General Council on 

Vocational Training, a consultative body for the participation of the public Administrations 

and social partners, advises the Government on vocational matters.  

 

 

2.5 Tertiary education institutions 

 

2.5.1 University education 

 

38. According to the Spanish Constitution universities may be publicly or privately owned. 

Public universities are set up by means of a law passed in the legislative assembly of the 

autonomous region or through legislation passed in the Spanish Parliament, in accordance 

with the government of the autonomous region. Any person or legal entity may constitute a 

private university with the approval of the autonomous government. There are two different 

types of private universities; lay universities and universities belonging to the Catholic 

Church. The latter are governed by special agreements between the Spanish State and the 

Vatican. 

 

39. At present Spain has 50 public universities. Two are special universities focused on 

continuing education and summer courses. One is a distance learning institution. There are 23 

private universities, one of them is a distance learning university. Seven of the private 
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institutions belong to the Catholic Church, Figure 2.1 shows the distribution of Spanish 

universities by autonomous regions. 
 

Figure 2.1 Distribution of Spanish universities by autonomous regions (2006) 

 

 

40. Universities are organised into faculties, schools (in the case of engineering) and colleges. 

Faculties and schools teach all university education cycles, whereas colleges only teach first 

cycle courses. 

 

41. Universities also have research institutes. Their activity focuses on scientific and technical 

research or artistic creation. They can also organise and run postgraduate programmes and 

courses, including Masterôs and doctoral degrees.  

 

 

2.5.2 Non-university education 

 

42. Vocational education and training can be delivered in both public and private schools. The 

latter can be subsidized. This educational level can also be delivered through distance 

courses. 
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Graph 2.1. Schools of higher vocational education 
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43. Higher vocational education has been traditionally delivered in secondary schools, even 

though some Autonomous Communities have some specific schools for vocational education. 

Nevertheless, the final secondary education diploma (bachillerato) is required to enrol in the 

highest level of vocational education. This is why it should be considered as tertiary 

education despite the fact that in Spain it has always been seen as an extension of secondary 

education rather than a part of higher education. The Organic Law establishes that higher 

education encompasses both university studies and vocational education, as well as  higher 

artistic education, higher  design, visual art and higher sports studies, in agreement with the 

International Standard Classification of Education (ISCED-5).  The administrative structure 

of central or regional governments follows this trend: higher education departments deal with 

universities and education departments deal with the rest, from pre-school to non-university 

tertiary education. 

 

44. Specific vocational schools are known as Integrated Vocational Schools, which may be set up 

and authorised by regional Governments. They offer courses leading to diplomas within the 

educational system, with academic and professional value, and occupational certificates, 

issued by the Labour Administration, related to the labour market, and they both referred to 

the National Catalogue of Occupational Qualifications. Both systems interrelate by means of 

units of competence, which, once they have been assessed and accredited, can be capitalized 

in order to achieve a diploma. 
 

45. Other vocational schools include the Schools of Art. These are governed by general 

regulations for the entire state, as well as by the conditions set by each autonomous region 

when it authorises their creation. Music Conservatories are public or private institutions in 

charge of teaching higher education in music and dance. Drama Schools offer dramatic arts 

education. They must admit a minimum of 90 students and must comply with a set of specific 
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requirements regarding facilities and relevant equipment, including teaching areas, theatre, 

library and dressing rooms. 

 

46. Schools that teach Visual Arts and Design go by a variety of names according to the types of 

courses they offer and their management. Public institutions that offer higher education are 

called Schools of Art in the corresponding discipline. At present, there are Schools of 

Conservation and Restoration of Cultural Assets, Schools of Design and a School of Pottery. 

Private institutions may act as authorised centres of the corresponding discipline.  

 

47. Sports education institutions may be public or private. They must fulfil a series of 

requirements in terms of space, equipment and number of students per classroom. Lastly, 

institutions that teach Military Education are organised by agreements between the MEC 

and the Ministry of Defence. 

 

 

2.6 Main statistical data for the system 

 

2.6.1 University education 
 

48. In the last two decades, the number of universities in Spain has doubled, to reach 50 public 

establishments and 23 private ones in 2005 (Table 2.1), due to a directly proportional increase 

in the demand for university admission (Graph 2.2). Despite sharp growth in the private 

sector (19 new private universities since 1985), it only caters to 9% of university students. 

 
Table 2.1 Evolution of the number of universities  

1985 1998 2005

Total 34 56 73

Public universities 30 46 50

Private universities 4 10 23  
Source: CCU and MEC data 

 

49. The number of degree courses has undergone an almost six-fold increase in the last two 

decades. The area of social sciences and law accounts for the largest number of degree 

courses, with 41.6% of the total, and is also the area that has shown the greatest increase, 

from 139 courses in 1985 to 1,240 in 2005. The area with the lowest growth in the last two 

decades, and also with the lowest number of courses, is that of experimental sciences. 

 
Table 2.2 Evolution of the number of degree courses 

 

1985 1998 2005

Total 521 2.287 2.986

Humanities 89 334 383

Experimental sciences 89 207 255

Health sciences 73 196 248

Social sciences and Law 139 954 1.240

Engineering 131 596 860

Degree courses
Area of study

 
Source: CCU and MEC data 

 

2.6.1.1 University students 

50. The total number of students enrolled in Spanish universities in the 2004-2005 academic year 

was 1,535,626, of whom 1,462,897 were in the first and second cycle (95.3% of the total) and 

72,729 were doctoral students (4.7%). The proportion of long cycle courses has decreased 
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slightly in the last few years, from 63.6% of the total of students registered in universities in 

the 1994-1995 academic year to 58.1% in the 2004-2005 academic year. During the same 

period, the number of students enrolling for short cycle courses increased by 4.5 percentage 

points, whereas the proportion enrolling on third cycle courses rose from 3.7 to 4.7%. 

 

51. As stated above, the public sector dominates the Spanish university system - 91% of students 

attend public universities. In the third cycle this proportion is even higher, as only 4.4% of 

students enrol in private universities. 
 

Table 2.3 Evolution of university students according to type of university and study cycle 

 

Enrolments % Enrolments % Enrolments %

Total 1,501,740 100.0 1,650,777 100.0 1,535,626 100.0

Short cycle 491,761 32.7 579,873 35.1 571,329 37.2

Long cycle 954,711 63.6 1,009,600 61.2 891,568 58.1

Third cycle 55,268 3.7 61,304 3.7 72,729 4.7

Public universities 1,448,302 96.4 1,546,325 93.7 1,397,670 91.0

First and second cycles 1,394,386 92.9 1,486,912 90.1 1,328,154 86.5

Third cycle 53,916 3.6 59,413 3.6 69,516 4.5

Private universities 53,438 3.6 104,452 6.3 137,956 9.0

First and second cycles 52,086 3.5 102,561 6.2 134,743 8.8

Third cycle 1,352 0.1 1,891 0.1 3,213 0.2

1994-1995 1999-2000 2004-2005
Cycle and type of university

 
Source: CCU and MEC data 

 

52. The gross enrolment rate, which is calculated as the proportion of the population that attends 

university compared to the population which is theoretically of an age to attend higher 

education (18 to 23), has increased continuously in the last few decades, despite a trend 

towards enrolment stagnation in the last ten years (Graphs 2.2 and 2.3).  
 

 

Graph 2.2 Evolution of the Gross Enrolment Rate* in universities (%)  
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Source: MEC documents.  
* Refers to the number of students enrolled in universities, regardless of their age, expressed as the percentage of the population of the 

theoretical age for this level of education (18 to 23).  

 

53. New enrolments have also fallen continuously in the last few years: in the 2004-2005 

academic year the number was 216,249, representing a 3.7% fall with respect to the previous 

year. The most affected areas were experimental sciences (-11.3%) and engineering (-6.8%).
7
 

                                                 
7
 Combined figures for short and long cycles. 
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This decrease in new enrolments is mostly due to the dramatic decrease of the cohorts due to 

the fall in the birth rate in the 1970s. A more favourable economic situation, with better 

employment opportunities for young people has also some effect in diverting people to the 

labour market instead of continuing in higher education. On the other hand, the recent 

attractiveness of higher vocational education courses may also influence the decrease in 

university students. 

 

 
Graph 2.3 Evolution of university enrolment 
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Source:  MEC and Bricall documents (2000).  

 

 

Table 2.4 Evolution of enrolment by study field 

 

Enrolments % Enrolments % Enrolments %

Humanities 133.046 9,92 161.902 10,19 134.103 9,17

Experimental sciences 118.583 6,57 132.884 8,36 105.859 7,24

Health sciences 108.030 11,49 115.421 7,26 116.842 7,99

Social sciences and law 776.609 57,58 794.884 50,01 720.072 49,22

Engineering 310.204 14,44 384.382 24,18 386.021 26,39

Total 1.446.472 100,00 1.589.473 100,00 1.462.897 100,00

Source: CCU and MEC documents.

1999-2000
Area of education

1994-1995 2004-2005

 
 

54. Half of the students enrolled in first and second cycle courses at Spanish universities study 

degrees in the area of social sciences or law (49.2%). However, their relative weight 

decreased by 7.8 percentage points in comparison with the 1994-1995 academic year. Law 

and business administration were the most popular courses in 2003-2004, with 115,466 and 

93,085 students respectively.  

 

55. In the period 2004-2005, the proportion of women enrolled in first and second cycle courses 

was 54% of the total; however, the figure is far higher for long cycle courses alone (57.4%), 

showing an increase of 4.2 percentage points over 1994-1995. Furthermore, the percentage of 

women enrolled on third cycle courses was 50.8%, representing an increase of 2.3 percentage 

points over 1994-1995. 

 

56. The number of foreign students in first and second cycle university courses doubled from 

0.7% (10,125 students) in 1994-1995 to 1.5% (21,944 students) in 2004-2005. The forecast 
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for the 2005-2006 academic year is that it will reach a figure of 1.7%. The number of foreign 

students in doctoral courses is even higher: the forecast for the 2005-2006 academic year is 

22.1%.  

 

57. In recent years, there has been a fall in the proportion of students under the age of 21 in 

enrolments for first and second cycle courses. This is discussed in more depth in Section 

6.3.2.  
 
Table 2.5 Evolution of the distribution of university students enrolled in first and second cycle courses 

by age  

1994-1995 2000-2001 2004-2005

Total 1.446.472 1.555.750 1.462.897

Under 20 34,5 29,4 27,4

21 to 25 44,9 48,2 37,1

26 to 30 11,7 12,9 22,0

Over 30 8,9 9,5 13,5

Age group
Academic year

 
Source: From documents of the CCU and the MEC 

 

58. Academic performance has improved slightly in the last few years, although engineering 

courses still show a serious delay in completion (Table 2.6). The figures in Table 2.5 showing 

an increase in the age of university students are therefore probably not attributable to a 

greater failure rate. It is rather the longer time taken to complete the courses which shows a 

change in both the patterns of demand for courses and the profile of the students. 

 
Table 2.6 Evolution of actual time taken to graduate  

 

 1993-94 1996-97 1999-2000 2000-01 

Humanities Long cycle 6.5 6.1 6.0 5.9 

Experimental sciences Short cycle 5.0 4.6 4.5 4.3 

 Long cycle 6.7 6.6 6.5 6.6 

Health sciences Short cycle 3.3 3.2 3.3 3.3 

 Long cycle 7.1 7.0 6.7 6.5 

Social sciences and Law Short cycle 4.4 4.1 4.0 4.0 

 Long cycle 6.5 6.6 6.4 6.4 

Engineering Short cycle 6.1 5.6 5.7 5.7 

 Long cycle 9.6 9.0 7.8 7.9 

Notes: Figures obtained from a sample of 75%. The duration established for short cycle (SC) degrees is 3 years. The duration established 

for long cycle (LC) degrees is 5 years, except for some LC health sciences and technical degrees, for which it is 6 years. 
 

 

59. In the case of third cycle students, the percentage distribution by age for the 2004-2005 

academic year was 61.3% for those aged 21 to 30, 24.2% for those aged 31 to 40 and 14.5% 

for those aged 40 or over. These figures show no significant changes from those for 1994-

1995 (63.1%, 23.9% and 13% respectively). 

 

60. The number of students graduating from first and second cycle courses increased by 24.4% 

between 1994-1995 and 2004-2005, from 158,053 to 196,623. The number of third cycle 

graduates increased by 85% between 1994-1995 and 2003-2004, from 11,365 to 21,022. 

 

61. The percentage of first and second cycle graduates from private universities rose from 4.6% 

in 1994-1995 to 11.4% in 2004-2005 (Table 2.7). The highest proportions of university 

graduates in private universities are in engineering and social sciences and law. There is a 
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clear and increasing dominance of public universities (97%) in third cycle graduations. The 

percentage of third cycle graduations from private universities fell from 4.2% to 3% between 

1994-1995 and 2003-2004. 

 

62. Almost six of every ten first and second cycle graduates are women, with little change 

between 1994-1995 (59.5%) and 2004-2005 (58.8%). Their relative weight is higher in the 

areas with high student demand: 62.6% in social and legal sciences, 73.5% in health sciences 

and 64.4% in humanities. Half of third cycle graduates (49.1%) are women. 

 
Table 2.7 Evolution of first and second cycle university graduates according to type of university and 

field of study 

Graduates % Graduates %

Total 158,053 100.0 196,623 100.0

Humanities 15,680 9.9 18,892 9.6

Experimental sciences 10,378 6.6 13,882 7.1

Health sciences 18,167 11.5 22,022 11.2

Social sciences and law 91,003 57.6 98,117 49.9

Engineering 22,825 14.4 43,710 22.2

Public universities 150,821 95.4 174,185 88.6

Humanities 15,167 9.6 17,619 9.0

Experimental sciences 10,331 6.5 12,951 6.6

Health sciences 17,023 10.8 17,947 9.1

Social sciences and law 86,982 55.0 87,702 44.6

Engineering 21,318 13.5 37,966 19.3

Private universities 7,232 4.6 22,438 11.4

Humanities 513 0.3 1,273 0.6

Experimental sciences 47 0.0 931 0.5

Health sciences 1,144 0.7 4,075 2.1

Social sciences and law 4,021 2.5 10,415 5.3

Engineering 1,507 1.0 5,744 2.9

Area of knowledge and type of 

university

1994-1995 2004-2005

 
Source: CCU and MEC documents 

 

63. The area of social sciences and law accounts for 50% of student graduate in Spain, though the 

proportion has fallen slightly in the last decade. Meanwhile, the number of engineering 

graduates has almost doubled to reach 22.2% (Table 2.7).  

 

64. The participation of Spanish students in mobility programmes such as Socrates/Erasmus is 

increasingly high. Between 1994-1995 and 2004-2005, the number of students from Spanish 

universities on this programme rose from 8,537 to 21,350. About six out of every ten students 

who participate in this programme are women. The main destination countries were Italy 

(4,250), France (3,412), the United Kingdom (2,974) and Germany (2,553). 

 

65. The number of Socrates/Erasmus students studying in Spain in the 2003-2004 academic year 

was 24,076 - 83% more than five years earlier. Italy (5,688), France (5,115) and Germany 

(4,325) sent the greatest numbers of students.  

 

2.6.1.2 University academic staff 

 

66. The number of university academic staff in Spain has increased considerably in the last ten 

years due to the increasing demand for admission and the creation of new universities. There 

are currently 89,305 academic staff members working at Spanish public universities; of these 

around 10% are full professors, 33% are associate professors (a doctoral degree is required 

for these positions), and 14% are college professors (teaching first cycle vocational courses 
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and with no requirement of a doctoral degree). These three categories are civil servant 

positions. The rest of the academic staff is in non-tenured positions.  

 

67. One out of every three (33.1%) academic staff members in Spanish universities is female. 

Women represent only 13.7% of full professors. 

 

 

2.6.1.3 University expenditure 

 

68. Spanish public expenditure on university education is 0.95% of GDP, and this percentage has 

changed very little over the last decade (Table 2.8). It represented a fifth of the public 

expenditure on education in 2005 (Graph 1.2 in Chapter 1). 

 
 

Table 2.8 Evolution of public expenditure on university education (thousands of euros) 

  1992    1995    1998    2001    2003 (p)   

Public expenditure on 

university education (3)   
3,253,803 4,094,418 5,111,132 6,314,539 7,398,963 

Public expenditure on 

universities (1)(2)   
3,084,794 3,844,928 4,836,154 6,025,913 7,012,569 

MEC and regional 

departments of education  
2,170,928 2,353,001 3,028,345 3,709,453 4,426,321 

Public university budgets 2,851,032 3,634,757 4,656,754 5,847,045 6,823,297 

Other public administrations   32,572 51,837 30,995 41,785 22,183 

Public expenditure on grants 

University education, except 

exemption from tuition fees at 

public universities 

169,009 249,490 274,978 288,626 386,394 

Exemption from tuition fees at 

public universities 
57,660 91,319 224,757 232,411 184,398 

Public expenditure on university education as percentage of GDP 

% of GDP 1995 base 0.88 0.94 0.97 0.97 0.99 

% of GDP 2000 base    0.93 0.95 

 (1) Public expenditure on universities is the result of consolidating the balance sheet of the education authorities and other authorities 
with the total balance sheet for university expenditure. (2) It does not include university grants. It does include exemption from tuition 

fees at public universities. It includes university funding from private sources. (3) Public expenditure on university education is the result 

of adding public expenditure on universities to the grants for university education except those granting exemption from tuition fees at 
public universities. Source: Estadística Estatal del Gasto Público en Educación, cited in MEC (2006) Datos y cifras curso 2005-06. 

 
2.6.2 Non-university tertiary education 

 

69. In the 2004-2005 academic year, 258,744 students enrolled for non-university tertiary courses, 

representing 14.4% of the total for the tertiary education system in Spain. In the last decade, 

higher vocational education courses (the majority of these enrolments, 89%) have undergone 

an almost seven-fold increase (Table 2.9). The main reason for this increase seems to be the 

enhanced appeal of the vocational courses on offer, because the size of young cohorts are 

actually decreasing.  
 

 

 

Table 2.9. Evolution of students in higher vocational education courses 

1995-1996 2000-2001 2005-2006 

32,285 185,051 220,262 
 

Source: CCU and MEC;  

N.B.: Does not include distance enrolments 
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Graph 2.4 Distribution of students enrolled in higher vocational education courses by sector (2003-

2004) 
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Source: MEC 
 

70. During the period 2003-2004, seven out of ten students enrolled in the higher vocational 

education courses were studying a course in the service area; one out of four were studying a 

course in the industrial area. These percentages are similar to the weight of the different 

sectors in the Spanish economy (services 66%, industry 20%). During the 2004-2005 

academic year, 3,208 students studied distance higher vocational education cycles (1.4% of 

the total). 

 

 
Graph 2.5. Evolution of number of students enrolled in the higher vocational education, by area, 

between 2000/2001 and 2004/2005 
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CHAPTER 3. THE TERTIARY EDUCATION SYSTEM AND THE LABOUR MARKET  

 

3.1 Introduction 

 

71. The growth of the tertiary education system in Spain over the past few decades, which is 

described in Chapter 2, took place within the context of a marked imbalance between supply 

and demand in employment. In the mid 1970s, a third of the population was still working in 

agriculture, and the unemployment rate was below 4%. From the 1980s onwards, 

unemployment rose to 22% in 1986 and (after a brief recovery) 24% in 1994, despite the 

growth of Spainôs GDP. In 2006, however, the unemployment rate was 8.5%
8
. This change is 

due to the elimination of jobs in agriculture, the large-scale mechanisation of industrial 

processes and the increasing participation of women in the labour market. The population 

with tertiary education qualifications has, on the whole, put up better resistance to high levels 

of unemployment, and has always kept below the total unemployment rate.  

 

72. It should be remembered that the average number of years the working population has spent 

in education has doubled over the last three decades, rising to over 10 years, and that the 

population with higher education qualifications has grown almost seven-fold. Over recent 

years, the Spanish economy has become increasingly geared towards the international market, 

especially Europe, and this has brought with it changes in the tertiary education system. 

These changes have been boosted by European unity, foreign language learning, the 

international mobility of students and academic staff, and the development of joint courses 

with other European educational establishments to facilitate the mobility and competitiveness 

of graduates.    

 

 

3.2 Employment and educational attainment  

 

73. Today about a third of the total working population has received some form of higher 

education. This reflects a sustained increase in the educational level of the Spanish workforce 

over the last few decades. While the percentage of workers who have only received primary 

education has diminished, the percentage with secondary and higher education has increased 

proportionally (Table 3.1).  

 
Table 3.1 Evolution of the educational attainment of the working population  

 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 

Illiterate 0.5 0.5 0.4 0.4 0.4 

Primary education only 25.2 23.5 22.2 20.4 18.9 

Secondary education 46.5 47.4 48.1 49.5 49.9 

Higher education 27.8 28.7 29.3 29.7 30.8 

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 

Source: Convergence and Employment, Spanish National Reform Programme (PNR). October 2005 

 

74. Training and education are factors that have highly significant repercussions on individual 

employment levels. The statistical data below shows a clear correlation between educational 

achievement and lower unemployment rates (Table 3.2). In 2004, the unemployment rate for 

the population with tertiary education qualifications was less than 3%, whereas it was 16% 

for the population with incomplete primary education and 24% for the population without 

education. Significantly, the average rate of unemployment for women was double that of 

men.  

 

                                                 
8
 The official figure of unemployment is still very high. In spite of this figure, around 4 million emigrants 

have found employment in Spain in the last decade. A certain level of contradiction between these two facts 

is obvious.  
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Table 3.2 Unemployment rate (%) according to educational attainment and gender (2004)  

 
Educational attainment  

Both 

sexes 
Men Women 

Illiterate  24.07 19.97 29.53 

Primary education  12.04 9.23 17.66 

Incomplete primary education 16.03 13.24 21.28 

Completed primary education  11.37 8.57 17.03 

Vocational training and labour market insertion courses that do 

not require the school-leaving certificate 
15.36 12.89 18.05 

First stage of secondary education  12.53 9.03 18.71 

First stage of secondary education without school-leaving 

certificate or similar  
16.85 12.96 25.72 

First stage of secondary education with school-leaving 

certificate or similar 
12.04 8.55 18.05 

Vocational training and labour market insertion courses that 

require the school-leaving certificate 
16.87 11.13 23.89 

Second stage of secondary education  10.63 7.29 14.86 

Final, non-compulsory stage of secondary education 9.61 6.93 13.13 

Vocational education courses 12.40 7.92 17.74 

Intermediate courses in music and dance  12.73 12.56 13.03 

Vocational training and labour market insertion courses 

requiring diploma for second stage of secondary education 
13.74 5.60 25.14 

T
e

rt
ia

ry
 e

d
u

c
a

ti
o

n
  

Higher technical and professional courses 9.33 6.07 14.02 

University-specific (not officially recognised) courses and 

higher vocational education and labour market insertion 

courses  

10.06 9.27 10.68 

University-specific (not officially recognised) courses 11.49 11.42 11.54 

Vocational training and labour market insertion courses within 

higher vocational education 
7.37 5.15 9.08 

First and second cycle university courses  7.76 5.69 9.67 

First cycle university courses or similar, or 3 complete 

academic years of a degree course or similar courses with an 

equivalent number of credits  

7.80 5.47 9.55 

First and second cycle university courses, courses comprising 

the second cycle only or similar  
7.74 5.84 9.79 

Official professional specialisation courses  7.09 7.02 7.15 

Third cycle university courses (doctorate)  2.73 2.43 3.22 

 All levels of education 10.81 7.94 14.91 

Source: INE (2005) 

 

75. The above results show that students with recognised tertiary education qualifications had the 

lowest rates of unemployment.  

 

76. The income of individuals who completed tertiary education courses was higher over the 

years (Graph 3.1), especially those who had taken long cycle university courses.
14

 The 

average income of the working population with a second cycle degree, doctorate or similar 

was 67% higher than the overall average income for Spain, a difference that increased to 92% 

for the 50-to-59 age group (Table 3.3). The greatest differential in income by level of 

education was recorded for women from ages 50 to 59 with a higher education degree, 

doctorate or equivalent, who practically doubled the average income for women of this age.  
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77. There was still a marked difference in income between men and women at all educational 

levels (Graph 3.1); on average, women earned 29% less than men (15,767.60ú per year as 

opposed to 22,169.20ú). Obtaining a tertiary education degree increases this difference: 

women with university diplomas (first cycle degrees) or higher vocational education earned 

31% less than their male counterparts, and women holding a second cycle degree and 

doctorate earned 34% less.  

 
Graph 3.1 Average annual income (ú) by educational attainment and gender (2002) 

 
Source: MEC (2005). University diploma is a first cycle degree. 
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Table 3.3 Average annual income (ú) for holders of tertiary education qualifications 

by gender and age 

 

 All  

Higher 
vocational 

education 

courses 

First cycle 
university 

diplomas or 

similar 

Second cycle 

university 

diplomas, 
doctorates or 

similar 

ALL      

All ages  19,802.5  20,990.6  25,760.3  32,997.5  

Under 20 9,686.1  9,972.7  - - 

20 to 29 years  14,362.4  15,035.1  17,745.1  19,955.0  

30 to 39 years  19,617.6  20,911.6  25,120.6  31,319.0  

40 to 49 years  22,995.4  26,196.6  31,161.6  42,183.7  

50 to 59 years  25,346.7  32,002.5  34,701.8  48,557.3  

Over 60  23,104.4  30,724.1  33,036.7  45,041.5  

MEN      

All ages  22,169.2  23,521.9  30,757.8  38,691.2  

Under 20  10,544.8  10,514.2  - - 

20 to 29 years  15,514.6  16,564.9  19,991.5  21,779.4  

30 to 39 years  21,403.5  22,946.4  28,897.3  35,695.6  

40 to 49 years  25,856.6  28,724.2  37,752.0  47,529.1  

50 to 59 years  28,359.4  34,180.9  41,249.5  53,522.4  

Over 60  25,858.0  32,031.6  37,490.2  49,214.9  

WOMEN      

All ages  15,767.6  16,133.3  21,151.8  25,629.8  

Under 20   7,969.9  8,220.1  - - 

20 to 29 years  12,807.4  12,814.2  16,145.8  18,431.8  

30 to 39 years  16,691.1  17,150.8  21,407.0  26,236.5  

40 to 49 years  17,962.7  20,256.3  25,281.0  33,117.1  

50 to 59 years  17,564.3  22,715.4  26,090.4  34,579.0  

Over 60  15,394.8  24,971.2  24,713.7  25,744.6  

Source: MEC data (2005) 

 

 

78. More than half of the illiterate workers worked in unskilled jobs, as did a quarter of the 

population with primary education or no education at all. On the other hand, 40% of workers 

with tertiary education, and 90% of those with doctorates, worked as scientific and 

intellectual technicians and professionals (Table 3.4).  
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Table 3.4 Distribution of workers by occupation and educational attainment (2003) 

                                                          Total Illiterate  Primary 

education 

or without 

education  

Lower 

secondary 

education 

Upper 

secondary 

education 

Higher 

education, 

except 

doctorates 

Doctorates  

Company and public 

administration managers 
7.5 6.7 8.3 6.7 8.4 7.4 3.9 

Scientific, technicians or 

professionals  
12.4 .. 0.2 0.2 1.4 39.5 89.3 

Technical and support staff  10.4 .. 2.3 4.8 16.1 17.8 3.3 

Administrative staff  9.6 0.7 3.0 6.5 17.6 12.1 3.1 

Catering, security services 

and salespersons 
14.6 5.4 12.6 18.2 21.4 7.9 .. 

Qualified workers in 

agriculture and fishing 
3.7 11.6 8.9 4.4 1.9 0.5 .. 

Craftsmen and qualified 

workers in manufacturing, 

construction and mining, 

other than operators    

17.4 16.4 25.7 24.0 13.8 7.6 .. 

Operators of facilities and 

machinery, fitters 
9.8 5.7 13.3 15.2 8.2 3.4 .. 

Unskilled workers  14.1 53.6 25.6 19.6 10.1 3.3 0.3 

Armed forces 0.5 .. 0.1 0.4 1.1 0.6 .. 

Total 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 

Source: MEC (2005) 
 

 

3.2.1 Graduates 

 

79. In 2001, almost 18% of young university graduates worked in companies or educational 

establishments, followed by 14.5% in the health sector, 13% in manufacturing, and 8.7% in 

financial services. These four sectors alone accounted for 54% of young Spanish graduates.
15

  

 

80. As regards quality of employment, Spain had the highest proportion of young graduates with 

temporary contracts (45%) out of the 12 countries that participated in the CHEERS survey. In 

fact, a third of all the contracts in Spain are temporary, and this limits the improvement of 

human capital, which does not only depend on the educational level of the working 

population but also on on-the-job training. Temporary employees are not motivated to 

develop human capital which is specific to the company, as they are not likely to remain 

there. Moreover, the company does not have much interest in training temporary employees, 

who may leave if they receive a better offer, and it does not include them in the companyôs 

strategic plans, which lowers productivity. 

 

81. According to a survey carried out by Spainôs National Agency for Quality Assessment and 

Accreditation (ANECA), which assesses 182 degree courses from 30 universities, only one 

out of 10 degree holders who graduated in the year 2000 is now unemployed. Additionally, 

77% of those interviewed found work within less than a year, and 65% considered that their 

work was appropriate to their training. The most frequent way of looking for work was 

through personal contacts and contacts with employers. Spain is at the bottom of the ladder 

income-wise in the CHEERS survey. The average salary for young graduates is about 

ú16,200 per year, as opposed to the overall average of ú27,500ú for the countries 

participating in the survey. This information can be complemented by that put forth in the 

study The Flexible Professional in the Knowledge Society: New Demands on Higher 

Education in Europe, which gathers data from 80% of university degree holders who 

received their degree in academic year 1999-2000, comparing it with the data of other 

European countries. In said report, it is shown that Spanish degree holders earn the least in 

Europe as the average salary (by contract, without including overtime) is 1,410ú a month. 
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3.3 Career guidance and labour market insertion 

 

3.3.1 University education  

 

82. Universities often have centres (COIEs), that provide career guidance and information to 

graduates and final year students who are looking for work or wish to know more about 

educational and professional opportunities. These centres facilitate access to work placements 

in companies and vocational education and labour market insertion courses, the organisation 

of forums to promote contact between students and local businesses, and offer companies a 

free pre-selection service for certain posts.  

 

83. In recent years, there has been an increase in agreements between universities and companies 

intended to facilitate student access to work placements as part of the curriculum. Although 

there is not enough statistical information available to carry out an exhaustive study of the 

extent of this practice across Spanish universities, the Conference of Rectors of Spanish 

Universities (CRUE) estimated that, during the 2000-2001 academic year, 69,600 

undergraduates (8% of the student population) participated in work placement programs in 

companies. Significantly, just two years previously, this percentage was only 5.1%, which 

reveals how these programmes have grown in the last few years. In some universities or 

centres these figures are quite higher because work placements are part of the degree course. 

 

84. ANECA runs a labour market insertion observatory and ANECA, some regional quality 

assurance agencies and many universities carry out studies on labour market insertion of 

young graduates.  

 

85. Two initiatives are currently underway involving work placement programs in European 

companies: the Argo and Faro projects. The Argo project is intended for university graduates 

from any Spanish university and provides 840 work placement programmes in European 

companies, with an average duration of six months. The Faro project consists of 500 grants to 

enable students in the final years of their university courses in Spain to do a period of work 

placements in European companies, with an average length of six months per grant. Both 

initiatives are part of the European Unionôs Leonardo da Vinci programme, and are 

coordinated by the Spanish Ministry of Education and Science. 

3.3.2 Higher vocational education 

86. In the Spanish education system, vocational education has excellent direct links with the 

working world. All vocational education courses include a specific module carried out in the 

workplace, which constitutes an ideal way for pupils to become familiar with work situations 

and establish direct contact with the working world. However, pupils are never directly 

employed by the company. Training modules established in the workplace have become one 

of the most effective means of obtaining employment. Pupils who have carried out work 

placement schemes in a company are often employed by the same company when they 

graduate. Students who successfully complete higher vocational education studies obtain an 

Advanced Technician (Técnico Superior) degree. 

 

3.3.3 Special vocational courses 

87. The qualifications obtained after following special vocational courses are professional 

qualifications that enable students to enter the labour market. Vocational education courses in 

Visual Arts and Design contain a phase of practical training in companies, studios and 

workshops, which has become a key tool for labour market insertion. In Sports Education, all 
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students take a professional development module, which guides and facilitates their insertion 

in the labour market. It contains information on the labour market, professional associations, 

and legal requirements for exercising the profession of advanced sports specialist. Students 

who successfully complete these studies obtain a university diploma. 

3.4 Supply, demand and enrolment in tertiary education 

3.4.1 University education  

88. The University Coordination Council determines the number of students admitted in public 

universities, basing its decision largely on the proposals put forward by the autonomous 

regions, student demand, and the cost of each course. Labour market demand has not been a 

major factor in decisions on the number of students admitted for most university courses. 

Traditionally, first and second cycle courses in Spain are geared towards particular 

professions but there are postgraduate and continuing education courses that specifically cater 

for the needs of the labour market.  

89. After decades of sharply increasing university enrolment figures, in which student demand 

exceeded supply, figures for the 2003-2004 academic year showed a reverse in the trend. 

Demand fell by 18% in relation to the number of admissions offered and equalled supply. In 

the following year (2004-2005), enrolment figures fell by 3.7% and the number of offered 

admissions fell by 2.7% with respect to the preceding year, which made the overall ratio of 

enrolment figures versus the number of admissions 81.92% (Table 3.5). In other words, in the 

2004-5 academic year, universities did not admit the expected number of students by over 

18%. 

 
Table 3.5 Overall data for universities supply and demand (2004-05 academic year) 

 

Supply Demand Enrolment D/S E/S 

263,987  264,410  216,249  100.2%  81.9%  

Source: MEC (2005); D/EP = Demand/Supply; E/P = Enrolment/Supply. NB: these are aggregate results for all the 

public universities (except the UNED, the national distance-learning university) and for all disciplines. 

 

90. The situation varied considerably between universities and their departments or schools. 

Nonetheless, although the number of admissions offered for some courses was excessive, 

there were still courses where demand outweighed supply. When the information was 

disaggregated by discipline, the results varied considerably.  

 

91. The greatest imbalance between the number of admissions offered and student demand 

occurred in the area of health sciences, where coverage ratios indicated that demand for 

admission was three times greater than the number of admissions available: the 

demand/supply ratio was 316% for the long cycle and 270% for the short one, and the 

number of students that could be admitted was reached. Health sciences was the only area in 

which the number of admissions offered increased in the 2004-2005 academic year with 

respect to the previous year, as it was the only one in which student demand was greater than 

the number of possible admissions (Table 3.6).   
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Table 3.6 Changes in the number of admissions and enrolment figures by area of knowledge and cycle 

Area of 

knowledge 

(overall 

figures) 

Cycle 

2003-2004 2004-2005 

Supply Enrol.  Diff. S-E Supply Enrol.  Diff. S-E 

Health sciences 21,386 21,967 -581 21,490 21,757 -267 

Short cycle 12,657 12,915 -258 12,828 12,937 -109 

Long cycle 8,729 9,052 -323 8,662 8,820 -158 

Exp. sciences 20,849 16,370 4,479 20,441 14,515 5,926 

Short cycle 2,873 2,061 812 2,806 2,070 736 

                Long cycle 17,976 14,309 3,667 17,635 12,445 5,190 

Soc. sciences and law  127,943 108,994 18,949 124,575 107,016 17,559 

Short cycle 75,573 62,955 12,618 73,753 61,410 12,343 

                Long cycle 52,370 46,039 6,331 50,822 45,606 5,216 

Engineering 70,133 58,733 11,400 68,150 54,721 13,429 

Short cycle 49,785 39,304 10,481 48,434 36,998 11,436 

                Long cycle 20,348 19,429 919 19,716 17,723 1,993 

Humanities 31,024 18,490 12,534 29,331 18,240 11,091 

          Long cycle 31,024 18,490 12,534 29,331 18,240 11,091 

Total Short Cycle 140,888 117,235 23,653 137,821 113,415 24,406 

Total Long Cycle 130,447 107,319 23,128 126,166 102,834 23,332 

TOTAL  271,335 224,554 46,781 263,987 216,249 47,738 
Source: Estudio de la oferta, la demanda y la matrícula en las universidades públicas en el curso 2004-05 (MEC) (May 2005). 

 
 

92. Although demand for long cycle engineering courses in public universities was also greater 

than the supply (111%), enrolment figures covered 90% of admissions offered, and therefore 

10% of these remained vacant. In the short cycle, coverage was even lower (78%), and 

almost a fifth of the number of possible admissions was not achieved. 

 

93. The area of social sciences and law accounted for almost half of total university admissions 

and was also the area in which the greatest number of possible admissions were not achieved. 

However, it had the best supply/demand ratio in both cycles (with the exception of health 

sciences), and an enrolment/supply ratio of 91%.  

 

94. The greatest decrease in the number of admissions offered occurred in humanities in the 

2004-2005 academic year (5.5%), although enrolment only dropped by 1.35%. This led to a 

convergence of supply and demand, which corrected the divergent trends of the previous few 

years. Nevertheless, its demand/supply and enrolment/supply ratios were still very low, at just 

over 60%, indicating that almost 40% of the possible admissions for this area were not 

achieved. In general, students who requested a humanities course as their first choice were 

given the opportunity to enrol, due to the surplus of the number of possible admissions in this 

area. 

 

95. There was also a significant surplus of the number of possible admissions for long cycle 

courses in experimental sciences (64%) although the enrolment/supply ratio was slightly 

higher (71%). In recent years demand has been very low, especially in the long cycle, and 

almost 30% of the number of students that could be admitted in this area was not achieved, 

giving rise to large-scale inefficiency in the system. This phenomenon is linked to the fact 

that young graduates in experimental sciences have the highest rate of unemployment. 
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3.4.2 Higher vocational education 

96. Since the approval of the Organic Law on the General Organisation of the Educational 

System (LOGSE) in 1990, the number of students that could be admitted available in higher 

vocational education has no longer been linked to student demand, but has instead been 

adapted to the requirements of industry. The National Institute of Qualifications (INCUAL)  

studies the labour market and defines the qualifications sought by different economic sectors, 

duly including them in the National Catalogue of Occupational Qualifications. The INCUAL 

is the technical body of the General Council for Vocational Education (CGFP), which has 

functions such as the development of and proposal to the central government of the National 

Vocational Education Programme and to report on the bills affecting study programs and 

degrees corresponding to different levels of study and specializations within vocational 

education. The MEC, taking the qualifications listed in the Catalogue as a benchmark, 

establishes the vocational education courses that lead to diplomas. 

 

97. The CGFP has a rotating chairmanship between the Minister for Labour and Social Affairs 

and the Minister for Education and Science. It is made up of 77 members, among which there 

is a wide representation of representatives designated by the Spanish General State 

Administration from the CCAAs, as well as the most representative business and trade union 

organizations. In turn, the CCAAs have created councils for Vocational Education or similar 

organizations, which draw up their own plans for vocational education that include steps such 

as giving incentives for the signing of agreements with businesses, trade unions and 

administrations (autonomous or local) in order to facilitate the insertion of students into the 

labour market and unpaid internships as well as the hiring of those with a training contract. In 

these autonomous councils, social agents (trade unions and business associations) as well as 

local ones have representation. 

 

98. Currently, all the autonomous regions (except for the two autonomous cities of Ceuta and 

Melilla) determine the number of students that can be admitted for each vocational course 

and the consequent budgetary allocations with a view to meeting the requirements of the 

labour market in that region. This fact is partly responsible for the fact that the unemployment 

rate among students with higher vocational education qualifications is among the lowest 

(Table 3.2), although the fact that vocational education is more closely adapted to the labour 

market and that students can make contacts during work placements also contributes to higher 

employment rates. 

3.5 Tertiary education policies for employment  

3.5.1 Integration into the European Higher Education Area (EHEA) and the European labour 

market 

99. Spanish higher education policy aimed at integration into the EHEA, which will involve 

creating courses that can be more easily compared at a European level and greater focus on 

student learning, will also entail new relations with the labour market. The European Diploma 

Supplement will facilitate student mobility and integration into the European labour market, 

as it is an easier, more transparent mechanism for conveying information on the knowledge 

acquired by students to other universities and European institutions.  

 

100. Introducing the European credit as the unit of educational attainment involves evaluating all 

the work carried out by students on their courses and not just the hours spent in class. This 

will make it easier to insert in-company work placements into studentsô academic records, 

thus promoting greater contact with the labour market at an earlier stage.  
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101. Higher vocational education, whose curricula are currently under revision, is going to be 

credit counted in order to facilitate further university studies, since, using a different counting 

measure, like ECVET, would make such progression difficult to fulfil. 

 

102. Another consequence of the integration of Spanish tertiary education into the EHEA is the 

definition of the Spanish Qualification Framework for the EHEA. This framework, which is 

currently under development, will allow learning processes to be defined in relation to the 

competencies required by the labour market. This framework will help to transform the 

design of degree courses at university level thus bringing them closer to real social and 

economic demands. 

3.5.2 The 2004 Spanish National Reform Programme 

 

103. In 2004, the Spanish government drew up the National Reform Programme (PNR) around 

two main objectives: an employment rate of 66% and complete convergence on per capita 

income with the EU-25 in 2010. All of this was to be achieved by creating more, better 

quality employment and by increasing productivity.   

 

104. The educational and training measures envisaged included continuing education strategies 

aimed mainly at people with few (or no) qualifications, strategies to combat dropouts, 

strategies to meet the objective set by the European Commission for 2010 that 85% of young 

people over 22 years old should have completed the second stage of secondary education, and 

the promotion of distance learning to ensure that the least privileged sectors of society have 

access to the broadest possible range of educational activities. The objectives for tertiary 

education included increasing the net income of the tertiary education system by as much as 

53% by 2010, improving the quantity and quality of education received by undergraduates in 

science, mathematics and technology in order to increase productivity and the 

competitiveness of the economy, and integrating the Spanish tertiary education system into 

the new EHEA by 2010.   
 

Table 3.7 Human capital indicators in the National Reform Programme (PNR) 

Indicator  

Present 

situation  
  

2004 

PNR 

objective 

 

2008 

PNR 

objective  
  

2010  

Nursery education 

Children starting school at 2 years old  21.7%  27%  >30%  

Compulsory education    

Students with the school-leaving certificate   70.2% (2) 76% >80% 

Results of the OECD 

Programme for International 

Student Assessment (PISA) 

report  
(1) 

Reading 

comprehension 
21.1% (3) 18% 16% (3) 

23.2% (4) 27% 29% (4) 

Mathematics  
23% (3) 

25.6% (4) 

19% 

30% 

17% (3) 

32% (4) 

Science 487 (5) 500 >500 

 Attainment in foreign languages  
15% (6) 

17% (7) 

13% 

19% 

11% 

21% 

Second-stage secondary education    

Dropouts (8)  

Completion of the second stage of secondary education 

(20-24 years) (9) 

30.4% 

 

62.5% 

20% 

 

74% 

15% 

 

80% 

Tertiary education    

Enrolment in tertiary education (university courses and 

higher vocational education) (10)  

Graduates in science, mathematics and technology  

46% 

 

12% 

51% 

 

13% 

>53% 

 

13.5% 

Lifelong learning    
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Population receiving continuing education  
5.2%  10%  12.5%  

Source: Spanish National Reform Programme (13 October 2005). (1) PISA report (OECD) (2003). (2) Data for 2002-2003. (3) Percentage of pupils in 

performance levels 0 and 1 in the PISA report. The aim is to reduce this percentage by 25%. There are 6 levels, ranging from 0 (lowest) to 6 (highest). (4) 

Percentage of pupils in performance levels 4, 5 and 6 in the PISA report. The aim is to increase this percentage by 25%. (5) Spanish result in the PISA 

report. The aim is to achieve a result that is higher than the OECD average (500). (6) Percentage of pupils in levels 1 and 2, the lowest levels of competence 

in the national assessment. The aim is to reduce this percentage by 25%. (7) Percentage of pupils in levels 5 and 6, the highest levels of competence in the 

national assessment. The aim is to increase this percentage by 25%. (8) Young people between 18 and 24 years old who have, at most, completed the first 

stage of secondary education and are no longer in education. The European objective is to reduce this figure to 10% by 2010. (9) The European objective is 

to reach 85% in 2010. (10) The net rate of entry into tertiary education of all kinds for the OECD was 53% in 2003. 

 

 

 
3.6 Social agents and higher education 

 

3.6.1. The participation and opinion of the commercial network 

 

105. In public universities, the Social Councils have representatives from employersô 

organisations, chambers of commerce and professional associations, as long as it is regulated 

by the corresponding CCAA.  The role of the Social Councils as far as academic issues are 

concerned is very limited, resulting in a very slight real implication in educational policies. In 

fact, in the Council of Universities, recently approved through the modification of the LOU, 

social agents are not represented. 

 

106. In order to take into consideration the opinion of the commercial network on Higher 

Education, we can turn to the statement of the training director of the High Council of the 

Chamber of Commerce that is of the opinion that ñThe Spanish university population, almost 

1.5 million students, is one of the highest in Europe, however, the universities have a weak 

connection with the business world  and they are removed from the economic reality of our 

countryò, while his evaluation of vocational education is quite different as "it has been 

touched up over the last few years resulting in a favourable strengthening of the school-

business relationship, and because of this, demand for this type of training by businesses is 

slowly increasing ", he adds. 

 

 

3.6.2. Employer demands 

 

107. If we do a comparative analysis of recent graduates and employer opinions, we can deduce 

that, in evaluating the training received, both groups generally coincide in giving the 

theoretical component a positive evaluation and, the practical component, a negative 

evaluation. 

 

108. The information sources that we have at our disposition to learn about the opinion that 

employers have of higher education are limited. However, with the data that we have for 

2004, we can state that Spanish employers are looking for university graduates with an 

economic-legal (37%) and technical (45.4%) professional profile. As for level of studies, the 

first demanded is a bachelorôs degree (44%), followed by an advanced engineering degree 

(23%), specialised engineering degree (21%) and an associateôs degree (12%). 
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Graph 3.2 Assessment of theoretical learning 
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Source: Societal demands and their influence on the planning of degrees in Spain in the framework of the European process of convergence 
in higher education. Project EA2004-0009 of the General Directorate of Universities of the Spanish Ministry of Education and Science Studies 
and Analysis Program (2004) 
 

 
Graph 3.3 Assessment of the practical learning 
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Source: Societal demands and their influence on the planning of degrees in Spain in the framework of the European process of convergence 
in higher education. Project EA2004-0009 of the General Directorate of Universities of the Spanish Ministry of Education and Science Studies 
and Analysis Program (2004) 
 

 
 
109. As far as academic qualifications are concerned, the opinion of graduates and employers 

differs considerably in evaluating the importance of university studies (70 y 83%), 

specialized courses (31 y 43%), languages (79 y 67%), academic internships (45 y 53%) and 

work experience (55 y 72%).  
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Graph 3.4 Asseessment of the relevance of different aspect of the curriculum vitae 
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Source: Societal demands and their influence on the planning of degrees in Spain in the framework of the European process of convergence 
in higher education. Project EA2004-0009 of the General Directorate of Universities of the Spanish Ministry of Education and Science Studies 
and Analysis Program (2004) 

 
110. Finally, the following graph shows the evaluation of social competencies through the eyes of 

employers and of students who are about to join the labour market. 
 

Graph 3.5 Assessment of social and attitudinal competences 
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3.6.3. Training provided by companies to their workers 

 

111. As far as the role that universities play in on-going training given by companies, there is very 

litt le statistical data that permit us to get a glimpse of reality.  However, universities tend to 

collaborate with companies in their field in certain aspects (courses, certain projects, etcé), 

but not on a regular basis. 

 

112. The conclusions of the Report on the On-going Training Results Survey, drawn up by the 

Ministry of Labour and Social Affairs in 1999, focuses mainly on pointing out that almost 

three out of ten companies studied provided their workers with some kind of training activity, 

with less than two that specifically taught training courses and two out of ten that carry out 

other types of training. 

 

113. This statement does allow, however, for closer analysis, as the behaviors of companies with 

respect to training vary considerably according to size and economic activity sector.  In this 

sense, it is certain that almost six of every ten medium-sized companies and almost nine of 

every ten large companies teach training activities, and that in activity sectors as strong as 

those related to financial intermediation, six of every ten companies provide training. 

 

114. A third of the companies that give training have a specific plan or programme.  Only four 

percent of the all companies has a specific budget for training activities, three percent has its 

own training center, with its own personnel and facilities, and only two percent involve 

workers in developing training plans. 

 

115. The Graph 3.6 shows how the hours dedicated to courses by target subject matter are 

distributed percentual-wise.  The percentages of hours registered reveal the existence of three 

clear main training fields: technology (15.9 percent), engineering and technical training (14.4 

percent) and languages (14.0 percent). It is worth highlighting, as well, that subject matters 

such as personal and professional qualifications and sales and marketing both register around 

9.5 percent of the total hours dedicated to on-going vocational education courses and, as well, 

as an emerging subject matter of greater interest both for companies and workers 

participating, environmental protection (8.5 percent).  

Graph 3.6. Hours dedicated to training courses,by training subject matter (Percentual distributions) 

 
 
Source: Results of the ongoing training survey. Ministry of Labour and Social Affairs (1999) 

 
116. The number of companies that provide their workers with training courses is 55,400, a sum 

that represents 19.5 percent of all companies covered by the survey.  This demonstrates that, 

despite the fact that there has been an increase, in comparison with 1993, in the number of 

companies that offer training, as was mentioned in the previous section, for the majority of 

companies, carrying out of training activities does not seem to be included in their most 

immediate objectives.  



Country Background Report for Spain. OECD Thematic Review of Tertiary Education  

34 

117. The following Graph shows that, of all companies covered by the survey, those that provide 

their workers with training courses are mainly in the services sector (21.2 percent) and are 

those that, in percentual terms, provide more courses, while those that pertain to the 

construction sector are those with the least percentage (13.2 percent). It can also be observed 

that the companies that provide training courses, 51,100 (18.0 percent) provide out-of-house 

training courses, while only 14,900 (5.3 percent) provide in-house courses. 

 

Graph 3.7. Companies that provide training courses, 

according to activity sector, by course type  (Percentage with respect to all companies in each sector) 

 
 
Source: Results of the on-going training survey. Ministry of Labour and Social Affairs (1999) 

 

 
118. There are no data available regarding the link between these out-of-house training courses 

and the regulated educational system. 

 

119. Of the companies that give training, 58,500 offer other types of training, such as planning 

periods, job rotation, quality circles, independent learning and conferences and seminars. 

Among these categories, it is observed that almost 30,000 companies have used planning 

periods (a sum that represents 38.2 percent of all companies that provide training activities), 

28,500 offered conferences and seminars (36.7 percent), 18,600 opted for job rotation or 

exchanges (23.9 percent), while 18,000 and 17,300 companies (independent learning and 

quality circles, respectively) are other training categories with significant use, whose 

percentages reach 23.1 and 22.3, respectively, of the companies that offer training. 

 

120. As far as the number of workers that participate in these types of training, by economic 

activity sector, 10.4 percent have participated in all three economic activity sectors, and they 

do so more so, through planning periods (11.5 percent in services, 10.9 percent in industry 

and 4.9 percent in construction), followed by participants in conferences and seminars (7.3 

percent in industry and 3 percent in construction), while independent learning is the category 

where service sector workers participate most (7.1 percent). Job rotation and quality circles 

are the most common forms of training used by industry sector participants (4.9 percent and 

4.8 percent, respectively).  

 

121. Training prospects in the business world, although with nuances, did not turn out to be very 

promising, since more than half the companies that did not give training in 1999 planned not 

to do so in the two year period of 2000-2001, while a fifth of companies that provided 

training decided to stop doing so during the same time period. 
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CHAPTER 4. THE REGIONAL ROLE OF TERTIARY EDUCATION  

4.1 Introduction
9
 

122. The predominant role of universities in regional development processes is increasingly being 

recognised, above all in the economic terrain and the knowledge and information society. The 

OECD has pointed out that ñ(é) universities should not be satisfied with being established in 

a specific region or territory. Instead, they are now required to contribute actively to the 

regionôs developmentò.
10

  

 

123. University education in Spain has been a key element in generating knowledge and 

transferring qualified people and new technologies to different regions of the country. At 

least three factors are considered in discussions on the regional or local impact of 

universities:  

¶ The multiplier effects that the tertiary education sector generates, as an economic sector 

in itself, within the total economy of the region under consideration.  

¶ The dynamic effects that tertiary education institutions can generate in their interaction 

with the economic and business sectors. These effects are harder to quantify. However, 

they undoubtedly have a greater influence on local and regional development, as 

opportunities for innovative processes and the efficiency of these processes depend on 

such interactions.  

¶ Finally, universities make an essential contribution to social, cultural and community 

development in their local or regional environment. Throughout history, higher 

education institutions have actively taken part in promoting community services in 

areas such as public health and the arts. 

 

4.2 The regional dimension of university education policy   

124. The responsibility for higher education policy and research is distributed between the central 

government and the government of each of the 17 autonomous regions. The process of 

transferring the responsibility for universities to the autonomous regions began in 1985 in 

some regions and finally finished in 1997. Since then, these regions have decided on the 

universitiesô financing, among other things. Thus, most of the income of each university in 

Spainôs different regions comes from financial aid provided by the regional governments.  

 

125. In the last two decades, local, regional and national governments in Spain have made a 

considerable effort to construct university facilities and infrastructures in the whole of the 

Spanish territory. A large part of current university facilities are less than 20 years old. This 

policy of regionalising higher education has played an essential role in generating and 

maintaining ñlocalized capabilitiesò. 

 

126. In addition, the range of services has been extended. This has reinforced the universityôs role 

as a supplier of services to students and to the rest of society in the region. Universities no 

longer only provide traditional services, such as residence halls, career services and 

university extension services. They now offer high value-added services that are adapted to 

the new demands required of them, such as alumni services, bodies devoted to promoting 

                                                 
9
 Two Spanish regions (the Valencian Community and the Canary Islands) have participated in the recent 

OECD project «Supporting the Contribution of HEIs to Regional Development». Both regions compiled a 

detailed self-evaluation report on this theme and OECD teams issued assessment reports after visiting both 

regions. Documents are available on the OECD/IMHE web page.  
10

 OCDE, Les ®tablissements dôenseignement sup®rieur face aux besoins r®gionaux, Paris, 1999. 
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innovation and boosting the creation of university-based companies, technology parks and so 

on.  

 

127. Since the Science Law was enacted in 1986, policies have been drawn up to boost science 

and technology. Currently, each of the autonomous regions has created or is creating 

innovation systems to increase companiesô competitiveness. In addition, they all have 

regional R&D&I plans. Many agents and instruments are involved in the plans and 

programmes for boosting innovation. However, the science and technology parks have a 

prominent, vitally important role in the regional impact of such plans. This aspect will be 

discussed in greater depth later on. 

 

128. The purpose of the presence of those responsible for CCAA Higher Education in the General 

Conference on University Policy, approved in the recent LOU reform, is to improve 

coordination tasks among universities, those responsible for CCAA Higher Education, and 

the central government.  

4.3 The regionalisation of higher education  

 

129. The university system used to have an elitist, centralist perspective. In the last 30 years, this 

has changed to a decentralised and more regionalist focus. This new approach meets different 

needs and gives greater importance to employment. The process of decentralisation has led to 

a huge increase in the number of universities since the 1980s. Forty new higher education 

institutions (new universities or new campuses) have been created in regions that previously 

had no higher education institutions. 

 

130. Likewise, the vocational training offer has undergone a process of transformation whereby 

the Central Administration has gradually transferred functions, services and resources to the 

various Autonomous Communities. This decentralization process started in 1981 and  

finished in 2000. 

 

131. The Government establishes the Catalogue of Vocational Qualifications and the Ministry of 

Education and Science regulates the curricular aspects that constitute the basic learning, 

adjusting to the demands of the National Qualifications and Vocatinal Training system and 

respecting the Autonomous Communitiesô jurisdiction. 

 

132. The distribution of university enrolment by autonomous regions is showed in Graph 4.1. 

Andalusia (19.1%), Madrid (18.9%), Catalonia (14.2%) and the Valencian Community 

(11.1%), which make up 57.8% of Spainôs population, accounting for 63.3% of the countryôs 

university demand in 2005.  
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Graph 4.1 Percentage distributions of university students by autonomous region 

 

 Source: Based on The Conference of  Spanish University Rectors, 1995 CRUE 2005, CRUE: Madrid, 2005. NB: Only includes 

instructor-led education. 
 

 

133. Mobility is very low in Spain. Most students do not move to another region to study (or to 

another city if they can study their desired choice of degree in their own city). In this sense, 

all Spanish universities have a strong regional dimension, something which is not necessarily 

positive. According to data for 2002-2003, 95.9% of students registered in Galician 

universities come from Galicia. In the Basque Country, 92.9% of students come from this 

autonomous region. In Andalusia, 91% of university students are from the region (Graph 4.2). 
The highest percentage of students from the same region is not surprisingly found in the 

Balearic Islands and the Canary Islands. 

 

134. The same situation can be applied to vocational education and training, as theses studies are 

strongly linked to the place of residence. 

 


