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" In 2020, 2.2 % of 14-year-olds, 2.9 % of 15-year-olds and 4.9 % of 16-year olds in the EU were not in
education. At each age, the out-of-school rates were higher for boys than for girls. "

" Within upper secondary education, more than two thirds of pupils in 2020 were educated in public sector
institutions in almost all of the EU Member States; Belgium (where the share was 41.1 %) was the
exception. "

" In 2020, the vast majority (94.4 %) of the 1.4 million pupils across the EU in post-secondary non-tertiary
education attended vocational programmes. "

" Men accounted for just 38.5 % of upper secondary teachers in the EU in 2020, and 31.5 % of lower
secondary teachers. "

This article presents statistics on secondary and post-secondary non-tertiary education ( ISCED levels 2, 3 and 4)
in the European Union (EU) and forms part of an online publication on education and training in the EU. Pupils
enter lower secondary education (ISCED level 2) typically between the ages of 10 and 13 (age 12 being the most
common), while they normally enter upper secondary education (ISCED level 3) between the ages of 14 and 16. In
general, compulsory education is completed at the end of lower secondary education, although in some countries it
continues into upper secondary education. As its name suggests, post-secondary non-tertiary education (ISCED
level 4) starts after the completion of upper secondary education. School helps young people acquire basic life
skills and competences that are necessary for their personal development. The quality of a pupil’s school
experience affects not only their development, but also their place in society, level of educational attainment, and
employment opportunities.

Participation by level
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Table 1: Number of secondary and post-secondary non-tertiary education pupils, 2020 (1 000) Source: Eu-
rostat (educ_uoe_enrs01), (educ_uoe_enrs04) and (educ_uoe_enrs07)

In the EU , there were 19.0 million pupils in lower secondary education in 2020 – see Table 1. The number of pupils
in upper secondary education was slightly lower, at 17.9 million across the EU.

In 2020, contrary to the situation in the EU as a whole, upper secondary pupils outnumbered lower secondary
pupils in most of the EU Member States. In all of the EFTA countries , there were more upper secondary than lower
secondary school pupils. By contrast, in all of the enlargement countries for which data are available there were
more lower secondary than upper secondary school pupils.

Post-secondary non-tertiary education was by far the smallest of the three education levels covered by this article,
with 1.4 million pupils in the EU in 2020. It should be noted that post-secondary non-tertiary education does not
exist in some of the Member States (Denmark, Croatia, Cyprus, the Netherlands and Slovenia) and is relatively
uncommon in several others; it also does not exist in Liechtenstein, Montenegro, Turkey, or Bosnia and
Herzegovina.

For EU Member States, the number of post-secondary non-tertiary pupils in 2020 ranged from 31.0 % of the
number of upper-secondary pupils in Germany to less than 2.0 % of the number of upper secondary pupils in
Portugal, Spain, France, Malta, Bulgaria and Italy. As noted above, this education level does not exist in all
countries.
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Public and private secondary education

In the EU, the vast majority (86.1 %) of lower secondary education pupils in 2020 were being taught in public
institutions, as defined in the UOE methodology – see notes1. At least two thirds of lower secondary school pupils
were educated in public institutions across the vast majority of EU Member States. The only exceptions were Malta
(54.7 %) and Belgium (41.6 %) – see Table 1.

A clear majority (82.6 %) of pupils in upper secondary education in the EU were taught in public institutions in 2020.
At least two thirds of pupils in upper secondary education in 2020 were educated in public institutions in all EU
Member States but Belgium (41.1 %).

Among the 22 EU Member States for which data for post-secondary non-tertiary education are available for 2020,
the situation was somewhat different.

• Ireland, Luxembourg, Portugal and Lithuania each reported that more than 95.0 % of all post-secondary
non-tertiary students were educated in public institutions; this pattern was repeated in North Macedonia and
Serbia.

• Approximately three quarters of post-secondary non-tertiary students were educated in the private sector in
Bulgaria and Belgium, with this share nearer nine tenths in Poland. In Spain, the share reached 97.0 % while
in Italy all post-secondary non-tertiary students were educated in the private institutions.

Participation by type of programme

In the EU, the vast majority (97.9 %) of lower secondary school pupils in 2020 followed a general programme, with
the small remainder following vocational programmes.

• In 11 EU Member States, there were no vocational programmes in lower secondary education. This was also
the case in all nine non-member countries shown in Table 1.

• Where vocational programmes existed in lower secondary education, the share of pupils in these
programmes (rather than in general programmes) was less than 7.0 % in 14 Member States.

In the EU, around half (51.3 %) of upper secondary school pupils in 2020 followed a general programme and the
other half followed a vocational programme.

• In total, 14 EU Member States reported a majority of upper secondary pupils following general programmes
and 13 reported a majority following vocational programmes.

• Among the nine non-member countries shown in Table 1, two (Iceland and Turkey) reported a majority of
upper secondary pupils following general programmes and seven a majority in vocational programmes.

In contrast to the situation observed for lower secondary education, the vast majority (94.4 %) of pupils in
post-secondary non-tertiary education in 2020 in the EU followed vocational programmes.

• In 16 of the 22 Member States with post-secondary non-tertiary education, all pupils at this level of education
were following vocational programmes. In Germany and Belgium, the share of pupils following vocational
programmes exceeded 90 % and in Sweden the share was around 75 %.

• By contrast, in the three remaining Member States with post-secondary non-tertiary prorgammes the majority
(France and Czechia) or all (Malta) pupils at this level were following general programmes.

• Among the five non-member countries shown in Table 1 with vocational programmes at post-secondary
non-tertiary level, three exclusively had post-secondary non-tertiary pupils in vocational programmes and two
had a majority of pupils at this level in vocational programmes.

1According to the UOE classification, the distinction between public and private is made according to whether a public agency or a private
entity has the overall control of the institution and not according to which sector provides the majority of the funding. If a private institution
receives the majority of funding from a public agency it is considered to be dependent; if not it is independent.
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Out-of-school rates

Figure 1: Out-of-school rate of 15-year-olds, 2020 (%) Source: Eurostat (educ_uoe_enra27)

Out-of-school rates can be calculated for individual ages (in years): they are published for 14, 15 and 16 year olds.
These rates show the share of the population at a particular age who are not enrolled in school. In 2020, 2.2 % of
14-year-olds in the EU were out of school, 2.9 % of 15-year-olds and 4.9 % of 16-year olds. At all three ages, the
out-of-school rates were somewhat higher for boys than for girls.

Figure 1 presents the out-of-school rate for 15 year olds. For the EU as a whole, the rates in 2020 were 2.8 % for
girls and 3.0 % for boys. Looking across the EU Member States, only 10 reported rates for girls that were above the
EU average, while for boys there were only eight with above average rates. By far the highest rates, both for girls
and for boys, were observed in Romania and Bulgaria.

• In 13 of the Member States, the out-of-school rates for 15-year-old boys in 2020 were higher than for girls.

• In six of the Member States, the out-of-school rates for 15-year-old boys in 2020 were the same as for girls,
with four of these – Ireland, Croatia, Lithuania and Portugal – reporting 0.0 % rates both for girls and for boys.

• In eight of the Member States, the out-of-school rates for 15-year-old boys in 2020 were lower than for girls.

• In all six non-member countries for which data are shown in Figure 1, the out-of-school rates for 15-year-old
boys in 2020 were lower than for girls.

Graduates from vocational education
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Figure 2: Distribution of upper secondary and post-secondary non-tertiary vocational education graduates
by broad filed and sex, EU, 2020 (%) Source: Eurostat (educ_uoe_grad02)

An analysis of pupils graduating from upper secondary and post-secondary non-tertiary vocational education in the
EU is shown in Figure 2. This illustrates which fields of study are most common in vocational programmes in these
two education levels and also identifies differences between the sexes within each field.

• Health and welfare was the fourth largest field for graduates from upper secondary vocational programmes,
with a 12.3 % share. By contrast, among graduates from post-secondary non-tertiary vocational programmes,
health and welfare was by far the largest field of study, with nearly two fifths (39.8 %) of the total.

• The three most common fields of study were the same for graduates of vocational programmes at upper
secondary and post-secondary non-tertiary levels. For graduates from post-secondary non-tertiary vocational
programmes, the shares were 17.0 % for business, administration and law, 15.5 % for engineering,
manufacturing and construction, and 12.8 % for services. For graduates from upper secondary vocational
programmes, the shares were 32.1 % for engineering, manufacturing and construction, 19.4 % for services
and 19.2 % for business, administration and law.

• For both of these levels of education, there were more male graduates than female graduates from the
following fields: information and communication technologies; engineering, manufacturing and construction;
agriculture, forestry, fisheries and veterinary; and natural sciences, mathematics and statistics.
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• For both of these levels of education, there were more female graduates than male graduates from the
following fields: education; health and welfare; social sciences, journalism and information; arts and
humanities; business, administration and law; and services.

Teachers and pupil–teacher ratios

Table 2: Number of teachers in secondary and post-secondary non-tertiary education, 2020 (1 000) Source:
Eurostat (educ_uoe_perp01)

There were 1.75 million lower secondary teachers in the EU in 2020 and a slightly lower number (1.58 million) of
upper secondary teachers (see Table 2 for details of coverage). Note that the number of lower secondary teachers
in the EU is an underestimate, whereas the number of upper secondary education is an overestimate. Unlike their
pupils, there was a large gender imbalance among teachers at these educational levels, although less so than the
considerable differences observed for ealy childhood education and primary education .

Within lower secondary education in 2020, men accounted for 31.5 % of all teachers in the EU and female teachers
were always in a majority.
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• The share of male teachers in lower secondary education was lowest in the Baltic Member States , below
18.0 %.

• Among EU Member States, the share of male teachers peaked at 45.3 % in the Netherlands while among the
non-member countries included in Table 2 the share peaked in Switzerland at 43.7 %.

Men accounted for 38.5 % of upper secondary teachers in the EU in 2020, in other words 7.1 percentage points
more than their share for lower secondary education; again female teachers were in a majority in all EU Member
States. Nevertheless, in all Member States apart from the Netherlands, the gender gap was smaller for upper
secondary education than for lower secondary education.

• The share of male teachers in upper secondary education was lowest in Latvia (19.6 %) and Lithuania (21.6
%).

• The share of male teachers was above 40.0 % in 11 Member States and peaked in Sweden (46.0 %) and
Denmark (49.7 %).

• The share of male teachers in upper secondary education was above 30.0 % in all of the non-member
countries for which data are available in Table 2. Switzerland stood out, as men made up a majority (54.2 %)
of teachers; note that the Swiss data cover not only upper secondary education but also post-secondary
non-tertiary education.

Information on the gender distribution of teachers for post-secondary non-tertiary education is not available for four
EU Member States for 2020 while for six more there is no post-secondary non-tertiary education. Among the 17
Member States for which data are available for both of these education levels, there was a wider range in the gender
distribution of teachers for post-secondary non-tertiary education than for lower or upper secondary education.

• Close to three quarters of post-secondary non-tertiary teachers were male in Luxembourg (74.2 %) and Malta
(72.7 %). A majority were male in Czechia, France (excluding independent private institutions), Sweden,
Bulgaria and Belgium.

• Less than one third of post-secondary non-tertiary teachers were male in Lithuania, Latvia, Austria and
Poland, while this share was below one quarter (22.9 %) in Romania.
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Table 3: Pupil–teacher ratios in secondary and post-secondary non-tertiary education, 2020 (number of
pupils per teacher) Source: Eurostat (educ_uoe_perp04)

Pupil–teacher ratios in lower and upper secondary education were broadly similar to those observed for primary
education. In 2020, the pupil–teacher ratio for lower secondary education for the EU was 11.8 pupils per teacher
while for upper secondary it was 11.2 pupils per teacher – see Table 3.

Among the EU Member States, the pupil–teacher ratio in lower secondary education was just over twice as high in
the Netherlands (15.9 pupils per teacher) as it was in Malta (6.8 pupils per teacher). Among the non-member
countries included in Table 3, an even higher ratio was observed in Bosnia and Herzegovina (25.9 pupils per
teacher; 2019 data).

In 16 of the 25 EU Member States for which 2020 data are available (no data for Ireland or Slovenia), pupil–teacher
ratios for lower secondary education were lower than those reported for upper secondary education. This gap was
particularly large in Finland and Estonia (note the different coverage for Estonia). Among the nine Member States
with higher pupil–teacher ratios for lower secondary education than for upper secondary education, the largest
differences were observed in Luxembourg and France (note the different coverage for both of these Member
States).

Among the EU Member States, the pupil–teacher ratios in upper secondary education had a wider range than that
observed for lower secondary education. The ratio of 17.5 pupils per teacher in the Netherlands in 2020 was 3.7
times as high as the ratio of 4.7 pupils per teacher in Luxembourg (note that the value for Luxembourg includes
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including lower secondary private independent institutions). The value for Luxembourg was particularly low, as the
next lowest ratio was 7.0 pupils per teacher in Malta. Among the non-member countries included in Table 3, a
particularly high ratio was observed in Bosnia and Herzegovina (29.1 pupils per teacher; 2019 data).

2020 data for pupil–teacher ratios for post-secondary non-tertiary education are available for 15 of the EU Member
States; data are not available for six while for the other six there is no post-secondary non-tertiary education.
Pupil–teacher ratios for post-secondary non-tertiary education were higher than those for upper secondary
education in all but four of the 15; the exceptions were Slovakia, Sweden, Hungary and Bulgaria.

Looking within post-secondary non-tertiary education, most of the EU Member States reported ratios in 2020 in the
range of 7.8 to 15.1 pupils per teacher. Bulgaria reported a particularly low ratio (3.1 pupils per teacher). Higher
ratios were observed in Finland (19.4 pupils per teacher), Latvia (25.1 pupils per teacher), Poland (33.9 pupils per
teacher) and most notably Romania (58.9 pupils per teacher).

Source data for tables and graphs

Secondary education statistics: tables and figures

Data sources

Source

The standards for international statistics on education are set by three international organisations:

• the United Nations Educational, Scientific, and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) institute for statistics (UIS);

• the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) ;

• Eurostat , the statistical office of the EU.

The source of data used in this article is a joint UNESCO/OECD/Eurostat (UOE) data collection on education
statistics and this is the basis for the core components of Eurostat’s database on education statistics; in combination
with the joint data collection Eurostat also collects data on regional enrolments and foreign language learning.

More information about the joint data collection is available in an article on the UOE methodology .

Classification

The international standard classification of education (ISCED) is the basis for international education statistics,
describing nine different levels of education .

Key concepts

Pupil–teacher ratios are calculated by dividing the number of full-time equivalent pupils and students in each level
of education by the number of full-time equivalent teachers at the same level. This ratio should not be confused with
average class size, which refers to the number of students in a given course or classroom.

Context

Demographic developments in the last three decades are reflected in reduced birth rates that, in turn, have
impacted upon the structure of the EU’s population: the proportion of people aged under 30 has decreased in a
majority of the EU Member States. These changes can have a significant impact on human and material resources
required for the sound functioning of education systems, such as average class sizes or teacher recruitment
strategies.

A European Commission Communication on school development and excellent teaching for a great start in life
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(SWD(2017) 248 final) was adopted in May 2017. This identified three areas where European level support can
help address the challenges faced by schools:

• developing better and more inclusive schools;

• supporting teachers and school leaders for excellent teaching and learning; and,

• governance of school education systems – becoming more effective, equitable and efficient.

Students typically enter ISCED level 2, or lower secondary education, between the ages of 10 and 13. Programmes
at this level are generally designed to build on the learning outcomes from ISCED level 1. They are usually
organised around a more subject-oriented curriculum, introducing theoretical concepts across a broad range of
subjects. Teachers typically have pedagogical training in specific subjects and a class of students may have several
teachers with specialised knowledge of the subjects they teach.

Students typically enter ISCED level 3, or upper secondary education, between the ages of 14 and 16. Programmes
at this level are generally designed to complete secondary education in preparation for tertiary education or to
provide skills relevant for the labour market, or both. They offer students more varied, specialised and in-depth
instruction, while teachers are often highly qualified in the subjects or fields of specialisation they teach.

Post-secondary non-tertiary education (ISCED level 4) provides learning experiences which build on secondary
education, preparing students for labour market entry as well as tertiary education. It aims at the individual
acquisition of knowledge, skills and competencies, although at a lower level of complexity than is characteristic of
tertiary education. Programmes classified at ISCED level 4 may be referred to in many ways, for example: technical
diplomas, technicians, or primary professional education.

Other articles

• Education and training in the EU – facts and figures

Main tables

• Education and training (t_educ)

Database

• Education and training (educ) , see:

Participation in education and training (educ_part)

Education personnel (educ_uoe_per)

Education and training outcomes (educ_outc)

Dedicated section

• Education and training

• Youth
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Methodology

Metadata

• Education administrative data from 2013 onwards (ISCED 2011) (ESMS metadata file –
educ_uoe_enr_esms)

Manuals and other methodological information

• International Standard Classification of Education (ISCED) 2011

• ISCED 2011 operational manual – Guidelines for classifying national education programmes and related
qualifications

• UOE data collection on formal education – Manual on concepts, definitions and classifications – 2019 edition

• UNESCO OECD Eurostat (UOE) joint data collection – methodology

Legislation

• Regulation (EC) No 452/2008 of 23 April 2008 concerning the production and development of statistics on
education and lifelong learning

– Commission Regulation (EU) No 912/2013 of 23 September 2013 as regards statistics on education
and training systems

– Summaries of EU Legislation: statistics on education and lifelong learning

External links

• European Education and Culture Executive Agency (EACEA)

– Eurydice

– Eurydice – Compulsory Education in Europe – 2021/22

• European Commission – European Education Area – Strategic framework for European cooperation in
education and training towards the European Education Area and beyond (2021–2030)

• European Commission – European Education Area – School education initiatives , see:

– European Commission – European Education Area – Key competences and basic skills

• OECD – Education , see:

– OECD – Early childhood and schools

• UNESCO – Education transforms lives

– UNESCO – Skills for work and life

Secondary education statistics 11

http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/cache/metadata/en/educ_uoe_enr_esms.htm
http://uis.unesco.org/sites/default/files/documents/international-standard-classification-of-education-isced-2011-en.pdf
http://uis.unesco.org/sites/default/files/documents/isced-2011-operational-manual-guidelines-for-classifying-national-education-programmes-and-related-qualifications-2015-en_1.pdf
http://uis.unesco.org/sites/default/files/documents/isced-2011-operational-manual-guidelines-for-classifying-national-education-programmes-and-related-qualifications-2015-en_1.pdf
http://uis.unesco.org/sites/default/files/documents/uoe-data-collection-manual-2019-en.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php/UNESCO_OECD_Eurostat_(UOE)_joint_data_collection_\T1\textendash _methodology
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=CELEX:32008R0452:EN:NOT
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=CELEX:32013R0912:EN:NOT
https://ec.europa.euhttps://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/LSU/?uri=CELEX:32008R0452
https://ec.europa.euhttps://www.eacea.ec.europa.eu/index_en
https://ec.europa.euhttps://eurydice.eacea.ec.europa.eu
https://ec.europa.euhttps://eurydice.eacea.ec.europa.eu/publications/compulsory-education-europe-202122
https://ec.europa.euhttps://education.ec.europa.eu/about-eea/strategic-framework
https://ec.europa.euhttps://education.ec.europa.eu/about-eea/strategic-framework
https://ec.europa.euhttps://education.ec.europa.eu/education-levels/school-education/about-school-education
https://ec.europa.euhttps://education.ec.europa.eu/education-levels/school-education/key-competences-and-basic-skills
http://www.oecd.org/education/
https://ec.europa.euhttps://www.oecd.org/education/school/
https://ec.europa.euhttps://www.unesco.org/en/education
https://ec.europa.euhttps://en.unesco.org/themes/skills-work-and-life

	Participation by level
	Public and private secondary education
	Participation by type of programme
	Out-of-school rates
	Graduates from vocational education
	Teachers and pupil–teacher ratios
	Source data for tables and graphs
	Data sources
	Context
	Other articles
	Main tables
	Database
	Dedicated section
	Methodology
	Legislation
	External links

