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INTRODUCTION

Education is a key dimension of human development.
High levels of literacy, school enrollment, and educational
attainment are associated with well-being, productivity,
empowerment, and a range of other desirable develop-
ment outcomes. Educational statistics in combination
with demographic data are valuable to governments,

the private sector, and nongovernmental organizations.
Governments use them to assess the need for public ser-
vices and to measure the development and implementa-
tion of educational or workforce policies, which ultimately
leads to the allocation of resources for establishing edu-
cational institutions at the lowest levels of administrative
geography. In the private sector, educational statistics are
used for the planning of investment and for market seg-
mentation. Nongovernmental organizations rely on these
data for running and evaluating programs to address

the educational or literacy needs of the communities in
which they work. Therefore, it is important for countries to
produce quality educational statistics in order to set and
track progress on national goals.

While educational characteristics are best measured
through surveys, many national statistical offices (NSOs)
ask questions on education in their population and hous-
ing censuses (PHC). This usually happens in countries
that lack the resources to conduct specialized household
surveys on a regular basis. For this reason, the United
Nations (UN) has produced guidance on how to collect
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educational data in a census. The UN’s Principles and
Recommendations for Population and Housing Censuses,
Revision 3 (2017) considers literacy, school attendance,
and educational attainment as core educational topics;
field of education and educational qualifications are con-
sidered additional, but noncore topics.

This Select Topics in International Censuses (STIC) techni-
cal note provides NSOs with information on internationally
recognized standards on the collection and dissemination

of educational characteristics in a census.

COMPARABILITY ACROSS TIME

Data editing based on the United Nations Educational,
Scientific, and Cultural Organization’s (UNESCO)
International Standard Classification of Education (ISCED)
mappings is usually done during post-census process-

ing. Census data are edited in such way for international
comparability purposes, but this does not solve all compa-
rability issues. When educational data are collected in the
field, respondents’ answers may correspond to an out-
dated educational system. That is, a respondent may have
completed a grade or received educational credentials
that do not exist anymore in the country—at least not with
the same name. To compare educational data across time,
NSOs often use equivalency tables to aid respondents in
answering questions on education.

Figure 1 represents an education equivalency table used
in the 2017 PHC of Mozambique. This table displays the
educational equivalencies of three systems and periods of
time: (1) the system current during the 2017 PHC, (2) the
old system in place from 1976 to 1982, and (3) the colonial
system in place before 1976.
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Figure 1.
Equivalency Table for Education Questions: 2017 Mozambique Population and Housing Census
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Source: Instituto Nacional de Estatistica, Census 2017.

These tables can be appended to paper questionnaires or

linked to computer-assisted personal interview (CAPI) or Figure 2.
computer-assisted web interview (CAWI) instruments. Sample Education Question and Answer
Options

If changes in the educational system were minor, NSOs
can include equivalencies next to answer options, as

shown in Figure 2. This screenshot represents a sample = EDUCATION
education question for a CAPI instrument in a fictional
census. The grades in brackets represent the country’s
educational system in place from 1956 to 1965, while the
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P40 - GRADE ATTENDING
What is the grade John Doe is currently

grades with no brackets represent the current educational attending?

system at the time of the census. L
1965.

CORE EDUCATIONAL CHARACTERISTICS < >

Pre-Primary/Kindergarten e}
According to the UN’s Principles and Recommendations

Grade 1 (Sub Standard A/B) ®)
for Population and Housing Censuses Revision 3 (2017),

there are three core topics when measuring education. Grade 2 (Standard 1) ©
These topics are literacy, school attendance, and educa- Grade 3 (Standard 2) 0
tional attainment. The UN recommends that these topics e G )

be collected and tabulated separately and independently O
of each other without any assumption of linkages. For Grade 5 (Standard 4) @)
example, interviewers should ask the literacy status of Grade 6 (Standard 5) o
all members of a household irrespective of school atten-

dance or degrees completed. Table 1 presents the ISCED Grade 7 (Standard 6) e}
classifications used for school attendance (ISCED-P) and Grade 8 (Form 1) o)

for educational attainment (ISCED-A). _
& -

Note: This is a fictional country.
Source: U.S. Census Bureau, 2022.
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Table 1.

International Standard Classification of Education (ISCED 2011) Levels

Level ISCED-P (ISCED-Programs) ISCED-A (ISCED-Attainment)
0 Early childhood education Less than primary education
1 Primary education Primary education
2 Lower-secondary education Lower-secondary education
3 Upper-secondary education Upper-secondary education
4 Postsecondary nontertiary education Postsecondary nontertiary education
5 Short-cycle tertiary education Short-cycle tertiary education
6 Bachelor’s or equivalent level Bachelor’s or equivalent level
7 Master’s or equivalent level Master’s or equivalent level
8 Doctoral or equivalent level Doctoral or equivalent level

Note: ISCED is the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization’s International Standard Classification of Education (UNESCO).

Source: UNESCO Institute for Statistics, 2012.

The UN provides recommendations for the collection and
tabulation of educational data based on the UNESCO'’s
ISCED 2011. Basic definitions and guidance for the collec-
tion and tabulation of core educational characteristics are
presented in Table 2.

ADDITIONAL EDUCATIONAL
CHARACTERISTICS

Field of education and training along with educational
qualifications are two important topics to consider when
collecting data on education. These data are important
when examining the supply and demand for qualified
workers or when developing or evaluating workforce
development or educational programs or any work- or
education-related policies, especially at the lower levels of
geography.

The UN (2017) states that data on field of education and
training should be collected for people aged 15 years
and over who attended at least one grade in secondary

Table 2.

education or who attended other organized education
and training programs at equivalent levels. The UN recom-
mends that the ISCED framework is used when collecting
these data.

The ISCED Fields of Education and Training 2013 (ISCED-F
2013) is a framework to classify fields of education and
training for international comparability purposes devel-
oped by the UNESCO (2014). This framework distin-
guishes between broad fields (two-digit codes), narrow
fields (three-digit codes) and detailed fields (four-digit
codes) of education and training. The list of broad, two-
digit codes is presented in Table 3. The second, noncore
educational topic is educational qualification. Educational
qualifications are official confirmations, usually in the
form of a document, certifying the successful comple-
tion of an education program or a particular stage of it.
Qualifications are obtained through completion of an
educational program, completion of a stage of an edu-
cational program (intermediate qualifications), or by

United Nations Principles and Recommendations for Population and Housing Censuses: Educational

Characteristics (Core Topics)

Topic Definition Collected for Tabulation Sample gquestion
Literacy The ability to both read and write, Preferably people aged 10 All people aged Can this person read AND
distinguishing between “literate” and and over. 15 and over. write?
“illiterate” people. A literate person is
one who can read and write a short,
simple (yet comprehensive) statement
on his or her everyday life. An illiterate
person is one who cannot.
School Regular attendance at any accredited People of all ages. In par- Use ISCED- At any time IN THE LAST 3
attendance educational institution or program, ticular, the population of program levels. MONTHS, has this person
public or private, for organized learn- official school age (typi- attended school or col-
ing at any level of education. cally aged 5 to 25). Range lege?
can be lower than 5 years if
preprimary is included.
Educational The highest ISCED level successfully Preferably people aged 5 Use ISCED- What is the highest degree
attainment completed by an individual. Educa- and over. attainment or level of school this per-
tional attainment is usually measured levels. son has COMPLETED?
with respect to the highest educa-
tion program successfully completed
(typically certified by a recognized
qualification).

Note: ISCED is the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization’s International Standard Classification of Education.
Source: United Nations, 2017.
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Table 3.

International Standard Classification of Education
Fields of Education and Training: 2013 (ISCED-F
2013)

Code Label
00 Generic programs and qualifications
01 Education
02 Arts and humanities
03 Social sciences, journalism, and information
04 Business, administration, and law
05 Natural sciences, mathematics, and statistics
06 Information and communication technologies
07 Engineering, manufacturing, and construction
08 Agriculture, forestry, fisheries, and veterinary
09 Health and welfare
10 Services
99 Unknown

Note: ISCED is the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural
Organization’s International Standard Classification of Education.

Source: United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural
Organization, 2014.

Box 1.

Comparability Across Space: International
Standard Classification of Education

One of the main challenges encountered when
working with educational statistics is that educa-
tional systems can change depending on place
and time. Changes in educational systems over
time result in difficulties benchmarking progress
towards national goals by comparing a country’s
educational statistics from two or more points

in time. Moreover, ensuring international compa-
rability is difficult because national educational
systems vary in terms of structure and degrees
awarded.

To facilitate comparability of educational statis-
tics, the United Nations Educational, Scientific and
Cultural Organization (UNESCO) developed the
International Standard Classification of Education
(ISCED) framework in the 1970s. The third and lat-
est version of the ISCED was adopted by UNESCO
member nations in 2011. This ISCED version—often
referred to as the ISCED 2011—serves as an instru-
ment to compile and disseminate cross-nationally
comparable education statistics.” Mappings for
most countries in the world are produced and
maintained by the UNESCO Institute for Statistics
and can be accessed at <http://uis.unesco.org/en/
isced-mappings>.

" UNESCO ISCED Mappings, <http://uis.unesco.org/en/isced-
mappings>, accessed July 25, 2022

Source: United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural
Organization (UNESCO) Institute for Statistics, International

Standard Classification of Education (ISCED 2011), Montreal,
2012.

validation of acquired knowledge, skills, and competencies
(independent of participation in an education program).
Collection and tabulation of this additional, noncore topic
should be conducted according to a country’s data needs.
Information on educational qualifications is usually col-
lected from people who have reached a certain age or
attained a certain level of education, depending on the
country’s data needs.

Box 1 provides a brief explanation of how issues of compa-
rability across countries can be solved by using the ISCED.

CONCLUSIONS

Collecting quality educational data is fundamental for

the development of a country. Ultimately, data needs and
circumstances in a country will dictate whether these

data are collected in a survey or in a census. Regardless of
method, one of the main challenges when collecting and
disseminating data on education is doing so in a way that
final data products are comparable across time and across
countries. Temporal and international comparability can
be achieved by following the recommendations presented
above. This technical note summarizes the recommenda-
tions from the international community on measuring
education in a census.
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