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Proposed revisions to the Conference of European Statisticians (CES)  

Recommendations for the Population and Housing Censuses  

for the 2020 census round 

 

UNESCO Institute for Statistics 

 

12 August 2013 

 

This document contains proposed revisions by the UNESCO Institute for Statistics (UIS) to the chapter on educational 

characteristics in the CES recommendations for the 2010 censuses of population and housing, to be incorporated in the 

CES recommendations for the 2020 round of censuses. All revisions are provided as tracked changes to the text of the 

recommendations for the 2010 censuses. The paragraph numbers in this document refer to the following publication: 

 

United Nations Economic Commission for Europe (UNECE). 2006. Conference of European Statisticians 

Recommendations for the 2010 Censuses of Population and Housing. New York: United Nations. 

http://www.unece.org/fileadmin/DAM/stats/publications/CES_2010_Census_Recommendations_English.pdf. 

 

The majority of the changes were proposed to reflect terminology in the new International Standard Classification of 

Education (ISCED) 2011, which replaced ISCED 1997 and which will be used for data collection and reporting by the 

UNESCO Institute for Statistics from 2014. 

 

UNESCO Institute for Statistics (UIS). 2012. International Standard Classification of Education: ISCED 2011. 

Montreal: UIS. http://www.uis.unesco.org/Education/Documents/isced-2011-en.pdf. 

 

The proposed revisions also refer to the ISCED Fields of Education and Training 2013 (ISCED-F), which is scheduled 

for adoption by the UNESCO General Conference in November 2013. The current draft of ISCED-F is available at 

http://www.uis.unesco.org/Education/Documents/isced-fos-consultation-draft-2013-en.pdf. 

 

Statistics Netherlands provided comments on an earlier draft of this proposal and suggested further changes to 

paragraphs 344-347 on the fields of education and training, in particular in reference to inter-disciplinary programmes. 

The UIS agrees with the recommendations by Statistics Netherlands, which were incorporated in this document and can 

be identified by their colour. 

 

Below is an overview of the revisions to the CES recommendations proposed by the UIS. Additional explanations on 

individual paragraphs are provided in the revised text. 

 

 Education-related terms and definitions were revised to reflect ISCED 2011. 

 ISCED 1997 levels of education were replaced by ISCED 2011 levels. 

 A reference to the classification of educational attainment in ISCED 2011 was added. 

 References to “field of study” were replaced by “field of education and training”, the term used in the ISCED 

Fields of Education and Training 2013 (ISCED-F). 

 Definitions from ISCED-F were added to the document. 

 The recommendations for treatment of inter-disciplinary programmes or qualifications were made clearer by 

adding language from ISCED-F (proposed by Statistics Netherlands). 

 The recommendation to use ISCED to facilitate international comparison was strengthened. 

 A description of literacy as a continuum of skills was added, as recommended in the Belém Framework for 

Action, adopted at the Sixth International Conference on Adult Education (CONFINTEA VI) in 2009 

(http://www.unesco.org/fileadmin/MULTIMEDIA/INSTITUTES/UIL/confintea/pdf/News/confinteavi

_final_report_engl_online.pdf). 

 The recommendation of a literacy test was strengthened. 

 Some language was revised to be gender-neutral. 

 

http://www.unece.org/fileadmin/DAM/stats/publications/CES_2010_Census_Recommendations_English.pdf
http://www.uis.unesco.org/Education/Documents/isced-2011-en.pdf
http://www.uis.unesco.org/Education/Documents/isced-fos-consultation-draft-2013-en.pdf
http://www.unesco.org/fileadmin/MULTIMEDIA/INSTITUTES/UIL/confintea/pdf/News/confinteavi_final_report_engl_online.pdf
http://www.unesco.org/fileadmin/MULTIMEDIA/INSTITUTES/UIL/confintea/pdf/News/confinteavi_final_report_engl_online.pdf
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Chapter VII.    EDUCATIONAL CHARACTERISTICS 

 

Introduction 

 

330. The term education refers to all institutionalised, intentional and planned communication designed to bring about 

learning. While most of this is likely to be undertaken at schools or universities (or their equivalents), it is possible that 

education can be provided outside these institutions. For purposes of international comparisons, it is recommended that 

countries compile their data in accordance with the latest revision of the International Standard Classification of 

Education (ISCED).1 

 

[Comment on paragraph 330: The previous definition of “education” was replaced by the definition of formal and non-

formal education in ISCED 2011 (paragraphs 36, 39). A footnote with a reference to the full text of ISCED 2011 was 

added.] 

 

Educational attainment (core topic) 

 

331. Educational attainment is defined as the highest ISCED level successfully completed by an individual. 

Educational attainment is usually measured with respect to the highest education programme successfully completed, 

which is typically certified by a recognised qualification. 

 

[Comment on paragraph 331: The definition from ISCED 2011 (paragraph 81) was provided. A reference to 

“recognised qualifications” was added. The last sentence was deleted because it suggests that education not leading to 

successful completion should also be considered, which is not the case in ISCED 2011.] 

 

332. It is recommended that data on educational attainment be collected for all persons ten years of age and over. In 

order to permit international comparisons, however, it is recommended that any tabulations of educational attainment 

not cross-classified by detailed age should at least distinguish between persons less than 15 years of age and those 15 

years of age and over, and between persons less than 25 years of age and those 25 years of age and over. 

 

[Comment on paragraph 332: The UIS publishes statistics on educational attainment for the population aged 25 years 

and over.] 

 

333. Data should be collected based on the highest level of education successfully completed, which is typically 

certified by a recognised qualification. Recognised intermediate qualifications are classified at a lower level than the 

programme itself. 

 

[Comment on paragraph 333: References to “recognised qualifications” from ISCED 2011 (paragraph 81) were 

added.] 

 

334. Countries should also consider collecting further information, which captures data on levels of education not 

successfully completed. This may be achieved by asking whether a higher level than the one attained has been started 

and interrupted, or studies are ongoing at the higher level. Alternatively a question on grade or number of years of 

education completed may be appropriate in this context.  

 

335. The data collected should, in all cases, be coded to ISCED levels. The following levels of education should be 

distinguished: 

 

a) ISCED level 1: Primary education 

b) ISCED level 2: Lower secondary education 

c) ISCED level 3: Upper secondary education 

  
1 UNESCO Institute for Statistics (UIS). 2012. International Standard Classification of Education: ISCED 2011. 

Montreal: UIS. http://www.uis.unesco.org/Education/Documents/isced-2011-en.pdf. 
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d) ISCED level 4: Post-secondary non-tertiary education 

e) ISCED level 5: Short-cycle tertiary education 

f) ISCED level 6: Bachelor’s or equivalent level 

g) ISCED level 7: Master’s or equivalent level 

h) ISCED level 8: Doctoral or equivalent level 

 

[Comment on paragraph 335: ISCED 1997 levels of education were replaced by ISCED 2011 levels.] 

 

336. Information on ISCED level 0, less than primary education, may also be collected. For the classification of 

educational attainment, ISCED level 0 has a different meaning in ISCED 2011 than for the classification of education 

programmes: it means not having successfully completed ISCED level 1. This includes individuals who have never 

attended an education programme, who have attended some early childhood education (defined as ISCED level 0 in the 

classification of education programmes), or who have attended some primary education but have not successfully 

completed ISCED level 1. 

 

[Comment on paragraph 336: ISCED 2011 uses different terminology for the classification of education programmes 

than for the classification of educational attainment. In particular, ISCED level 0 has a different meaning when applied 

to educational attainment, where it signifies “less than completed ISCED 1”. ISCED level 0 is necessary in statistics on 

educational attainment so that the entire population can be classified, including persons with less than completed 

primary education.] 

 

337. Special attention needs to be paid to establishing the appropriate level/grade equivalence for persons who 

received their education under a different or foreign system and to situations where the educational system may have 

changed over time. Countries may wish to consider asking for the foreign country where the education was received. 

 

338. Necessary deviations from the recommended definitions and classifications that result from particular 

characteristics of the national education system should be explained in the census report and/or relevant metadata. If, for 

national purposes, it is necessary to publish the results entirely in terms of the designations used for the schools within a 

country, it is recommended that an effort be made to relate the categories distinguished for national users to those which 

will make it possible to use the data for international comparisons. Countries coding "educational attainment" to a 

national standard classification can establish correspondence with the most recent version of ISCED either through 

double coding or through mapping from the detailed attainment categories of the national classification to the ISCED 

classification.2 

 

[Comment on paragraph 338: A footnote with a reference to ISCED mappings on the UIS website was added.] 

 

339. It is important to recognise that under certain circumstances a level of education may have been successfully 

completed even though a relevant qualification was not obtained. It is recommended that educational attainment data 

and data on qualifications are collected separately or in such a way that it is possible to draw a distinction. If data are 

not collected separately or the distinction is not possible this should be made clear in any census publications. 

 

Educational qualifications (non-core topic) 

 

340. An educational qualification is the official confirmation, usually in the form of a document, certifying the 

successful completion of an education programme or a stage of a programme. Qualifications can be obtained through: i) 

successful completion of a full education programme; ii) successful completion of a stage of an education programme 

(intermediate qualifications); or iii) validation of acquired knowledge, skills and competencies, independent of 

participation in an education programme. 

 

  
2 The UNESCO Institute for Statistics maintains a database with ISCED mappings at 

http://www.uis.unesco.org/ISCED. 

http://www.uis.unesco.org/ISCED
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[Comment on paragraph 340: The previous definition of “educational qualification” was replaced by the definition in 

ISCED 2011 (paragraph 20).] 

 

341. It is suggested that information on educational qualifications be collected at least for all persons who have 

successfully completed a course of study at the post-secondary level of education. Such information should include the 

title of the highest degree, diploma or certificate received, with an indication of the field of study if the title does not 

make this clear. 

 

Field of education and training (non-core topic) 

 

342. Field of education and training, as defined in ISCED, is the broad domain, branch or area of content covered by 

an education programme or qualification. 

 

[Comment on paragraph 342: The previous definition of “field of study” (now “field of education and training”) was 

replaced by the definition in ISCED 2011. The term “field of study” was replaced by “field of education and training” 

throughout this section because the latter term is used in ISCED 2011.] 

 

343. Information on the distribution of educated persons by field of education and training is important for examining 

the match between the supply and demand for qualified workers with specific specializations within the labour market. 

It is equally crucial for planning and regulating the production capacities of different levels, types and branches of 

educational institutions and training programmes. Besides educational attainment, the field of education and training of 

a person represents a second important dimension of his or her qualification. Titles, degrees, diplomas and further 

training received, as well as experience gained on the job would constitute additional components of a qualification. 

 

[Comment on paragraph 343: The language was changed to be gender-neutral.] 

 

344. Information on the field of education and training should be collected primarily for persons within the adult 

population who have attained secondary education or above. This would mean that the question is to be principally 

addressed to persons aged 15 years and over who have completed secondary, post-secondary or tertiary education or 

other organized education and training programmes at equivalent levels of education. Data collected on fields of 

education and training should be coded to the ISCED Fields of Education and Training 2013.  

 

[Comment on paragraph 344: “Secondary education or higher” was replaced by “secondary, post-secondary or 

tertiary education” to be more precise. A reference to the ISCED Fields of Education and Training 2013 (ISCED-F) 

was added, as proposed by Statistics Netherlands.] 

 

345. A problem may arise in identifying the exact field(s) of education and training of persons with inter-disciplinary 

or multi-disciplinary specializations. In these cases, countries should follow the identification of the major or principal 

field of education and training. Where there is insufficient information available to determine the relative shares of 

learning credits or intended learning time, the programme or qualification should be classified in the field listed first in 

its title. Where a main subject cannot be identified because the programme or qualification covers several fields none of 

which dominates, the programme or qualification should be classified in an inter-disciplinary category. However, 

countries may wish to identify specialization in different ways depending on the planned use of this information and 

data processing capacities for national purposes. 

 

[Comment on paragraph 345: References to inter-disciplinary education from ISCED-F (paragraph 14 of the June 

2013 draft) were added, as proposed by Statistics Netherlands. The text from ISCED-F was simplified by deleting 

references to detailed, narrow and broad fields.] 

 

346. The most common approach is to ask the person during census enumeration to identify only one principal field 

of education and training. However, this may result in loss of information on the other fields. Another approach is to 

accept multiple responses to the question, in which case appropriate data processing facilities for handling and 

tabulating multiple responses must be put into place. If necessary, the data collection and processing procedures could 

be adapted to enable the distinction between principal and secondary fields of education and training.  
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[Comment on paragraph 346: As proposed by Statistics Netherlands, the last sentence is not necessary if a reference to 

inter-disciplinary education is added to paragraph 345.] 

 

347. To facilitate international comparison, countries that follow established national nomenclature should adopt the 

classifications and coding of fields of education and training of the most recent version of ISCED. Countries coding 

"field of education and training" to a national standard classification can establish correspondence with the most recent 

version of ISCED either through double coding or through mapping from the national classification of fields to the 

ISCED classification. Detailed examples and guidance on classifying education programmes within the ISCED 

framework are available in International Standard Classification of Education: Fields of Education and Training 2013, 

published by the UNESCO Institute for Statistics. 

 

[Comment on paragraph 347: The reference to the Eurostat Fields of Education and Training Manual was replaced by 

a reference to the ISCED Fields of Education and Training 2013.] 

 

School attendance (non-core topic) 

 

348. School attendance is defined as regular attendance at any accredited educational institution or programme, 

public or private, for organised learning at any level of education. Instruction in a particular skill, which is not part of 

the recognised educational structure of the country (for example in-service training courses in factories), is not 

considered "school attendance" for census purposes. Data on school attendance should refer to the time of the census. If 

the census is taken during the school vacation period, school attendance during the period just before the vacation 

should be taken into account. 

 

349. The concept of school attendance is different from, but complementary to, that of enrolment as normally 

covered by school statistics. Attendance means the day-to-day presence of participants at an institution of learning. 

Enrolment refers to the formal registration of the participant at the start of the course, for example the registration of a 

school pupil at the start of the school year. A person may be enrolled but does not attend, for example, due to illness. A 

person attending a training programme may not be formally enrolled in a school or an educational institution.  

 

350. The definition of attendance as day-to-day presence at an institution of learning is most relevant to primary and 

secondary education. There may be other instances where a person is enrolled and actively participating in a course of 

education to achieve a qualification but does not regularly attend any institution. Examples of this include participation 

via an Internet based course of study, correspondence courses and certain modes of tertiary education, which only 

require infrequent attendance.  

 

351. Depending on national priorities, the data collected may be restricted to attendance in primary and secondary 

education. More broadly they may refer to all modes of participation in all levels of education and information on active 

participation in a course of study towards a qualification may be gathered. In every case it should be possible to draw a 

distinction between each type of participation and this should be made clear in the relevant census report and/or 

metadata.  

 

352. Information on school attendance relates in particular to the population of official school age, which ranges from 

5 to 29 years in general but varies from country to country depending on the national education system. In cases where 

data collection is extended to cover attendance in early childhood education and/or other systematic education and 

training programmes organized for adults in productive and service enterprises, community-based organizations and 

other non-educational institutions, the age range may be adjusted as appropriate. Note that those among the ‘not 

currently active’ who are classified as ‘students’ (see paragraph 258) will include only a sub-set of all persons attending 

school, as some of those attending school will either be classified as ‘employed’ or as ‘unemployed’ (see paragraphs 

239-248). 

 

[Comment on paragraph 352: “Pre-primary education” was replaced by “early childhood education”. In ISCED 2011, 

ISCED level 0 is called “early childhood education”, which includes “early childhood educational development” (for 

children 0-2 years) and “pre-primary education” (for children from 3 years to the start of primary education).] 
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Literacy (non-core topic) 

 

353. Literacy is defined as the ability both to read and to write. If this topic is included in the census, the information 

collected should be designed to distinguish persons who are literate from those who are illiterate. A person who can, 

with understanding, both read and write a short, simple statement on his or her everyday life is considered to be literate. 

A person who cannot, with understanding, both read and write such a statement on his or her everyday life is considered 

to be illiterate. Hence, a person capable of reading and writing only figures and his or her own name should be 

considered illiterate, as should a person who can read but not write and one who can read and write only a ritual phrase 

which has been memorized. Literacy is an applied skill and ideally needs to be measured in relation to a particular task 

such as reading, with understanding, a newspaper or writing a letter. Reading and writing may be measured separately 

to allow simpler questions to be asked and to enhance analytical power. A view of literacy as a continuum of skills is 

now more widely accepted and consideration should be given to distinguishing broad levels of actual literacy skills 

during data collection. 

 

[Comment on paragraph 353: The language was changed to be gender-neutral. A description of literacy as a 

continuum of skills was added, as recommended in the Belém Framework for Action, adopted at the Sixth International 

Conference on Adult Education (CONFINTEA VI) in 2009.] 

 

354. The collection and tabulation of statistics on literacy during the population census should not be based on 

assumed inferences between literacy, school attendance and educational attainment. There are circumstances in which 

people may leave school with only partial literacy skills and may lose these if they are not regularly required to read and 

write. 

 

355. The language or languages in which a person can read and write is not a factor in determining literacy and need 

not be considered on the questionnaire. In multi-lingual countries, however, information on the ability to read and write 

in a particular language may be essential for the determination of educational policy and would, therefore, be a useful 

additional subject of inquiry. 

 

356. UNESCO recommends that literacy tests should be administered in order to verify, as well as improve, the 

quality of literacy data. Countries may consider the introduction of some form of literacy assessment questions based on 

advice from regional experts and UNESCO. Administering a literacy test to all household members in the course of 

enumeration may prove impractical and costly. Instead, administering such a test to a sample of respondents may be 

considered. Alternatively a simple question on reading and writing literacy may be appropriate. 

 

[Comment on paragraph 356: The recommendation of a literacy test was strengthened. The sentence “Countries may 

consider the introduction of some form of literacy assessment questions based on advice from regional experts and 

UNESCO” may be removed from the paragraph because of the addition of the first sentence.] 

 

357. It is suggested that data on literacy be collected for all persons ten years of age and over. In order to permit 

international comparisons of data on literacy, however, any tabulations of literacy not cross-classified by detailed age 

should at least distinguish between persons under 15 years of age and those 15 years of age and over. 

 

Computer literacy (non-core topic) 

 

330. Computer literacy is defined as the ability to use basic computer applications to accomplish everyday tasks. If 

this topic is included it is recommended that information be collected about ability to use word processing, spreadsheet, 

e-mail and web browsing applications. 

 

 


