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Education across the European Union 1991/92 

The number of pupils and students in the European Union stood at 67 million in 1991/92 (72 million in the 
European Economic Area). This represents almost one fifth of the population of the EU (and the EEA). 

In Belgium, Germany, France, and the Netherlands, around 90% of persons aged 16­18 were in education 
or training in 1991/92. By contrast, the percentages in Spain, Ireland, Portugal and the United Kingdom 
were considerably lower (EU average of 80%). 

Females (82%) were more likely to remain in education at the end of their compulsory schooling (16­18 
year olds) than males (78%). 

83% of pupils enrolled in general secondary education in 1991/92 were learning English as a foreign 
language, 32% French and 16% German. Pupils in the Flemish­speaking part of Belgium and the 
Netherlands were learning more foreion languages than their counterparts in the other Member States. 

On average, 1.3% of students enrolled in higher education in 1991/92 were citizens from another EU 
Member State. Among the host countries, Belgium had by far the highest percentage (4.8% of all its 
students). Significant numbers of Greek (10%) and Irish (6%) higher education students were studying 
in an EU Member State other than their own. 

The number of pupils and students in the European 
Union stood at 67 million in 1991/92 (72 million in the 
European Economic Area). This represents almost one 
fifth (19%) of the population of the EU (and of the EEA). 
Around 60% of the pupils and students were in compul­
sory schooling, 25% in post­compulsory secondary edu­
cation, and 14% in higher education. 

As a result of the drop in the birth rate, the number of 
pupils in compulsory education has fallen steadily since 
the early seventies. By contrast, numbers in post­com­
pulsory secondary education, and higher education, 
have risen as the number of young people continuing 
their studies has more than outweighed the drop in the 
birth rate (Chart 1). 

Chart 1 : 
Trend in the number of pupils and students 
1975/76-1991/92, EUR12 
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Beyond compulsory schooling 

It is of considerable importance for policy makers to 
know what young people do at the end of their compul­
sory schooling, and, in particular, how many continue in 
education or training. In order to measure the extent of 
post­compulsory schooling, it seems appropriate to 
focus on the age group 16­18 (see Chart 2; Table 1 
provides more complete information for 14­19 year olds). 
The lower limit has been set at 16 because, by this age, 
the vast majority of pupils have completed their full­time 
compulsory schooling. It is important to note, however, 
that a number of the pupils in this age group may be 
(re)taking exams that are normally associated with the 
end of compulsory schooling. 

Chart 2: 
Participation rates (in education or training) of 
16-18 year olds (1991/92) 

'm 

On average, 80% of 16­18 year olds in the European 
Union were still in education ortraining in 1991/92. There 
were, however, considerable variations between the 
Member States, ranging from just over 50% in Portugal 
to 94% in Germany (excluding the new Länder). 

Differences across countries can be explained, in part, 
by variations in the minimum school leaving age. In three 
Member States (Belgium, Germany and the Nether­
lands), part­time compulsory schooling continues be­
yond 16. Consequently, these countries have relatively 
high participation rates for 16­18 year olds of more than 
90%. France stands out with a similar participation rate 
(89%) even though compulsory schooling ends at 16. 

By contrast, in Spain and Portugal (where pre­reform 
compulsory schooling ended at the age of 14) and in 
Ireland (where the leaving age is 15), the number of 
16­18 year olds in education is significantly lower (66%, 
5 1 % and 72% respectively). The United Kingdom (71%) 
also falls well below the EU average. 

The minimum school leaving age is of course not the only 
determining factor ­ labour market conditions, govern­
ment incentives, tradition, etc, often have a significant 
influence. 

Indeed, these factors clearly come into play when re­
gional variations occur within a country. In three Member 
States, (Germany, Spain and the United Kingdom), there 
were considerable regional variations in the participation 
rates of 16­18 year olds in 1991/92 (Chart 3). 

Footnotes: see Table 1 
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70 
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37 

66 

33 

35* 
The shading indicates approximately the period of post­compulsory schooling 
EUR12:excluding I 
D: including Berlin, excluding new Lander 
GR: 1989/90 data 
L: the data exclude the significant number of pupils enrolled in the surrounding countries as well as pupils attending the European school in 

Luxembourg 

1 The statistics in this report refer to pre­reform schooling 



Chart 3: 
Participation rates (in education or training) of 16-18 year olds: regional variations around the 
national average (1991/92) - some examples 
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At regional level, it is not possible to provide estimates for private in­
dependent schools and Youth Training within enterprises. 
For the purposes of this chart, the UK national figure therefore 
exclude estimates for these two categories of students. 

The difference between the highest and lowest regional 
participation rate within each country was 14 percentage 
points in Germany, 17 in Spain and 23 in the United 
Kingdom. For example, in Spain, while Madrid and No­
reste had participation rates of 76%, only 59% of the 
16­18 year old population in Sur were enrolled in educa­
tion or training in that region. 

By contrast, in the two other Member States where 
regional data were available, the picture is relatively 
homogeneous. In France and the Netherlands, only 6 
and 5 percentage points respectively separated the hig­
hest and lowest regional participation rates in each 
country. 

It is important to bear in mind, particularly for regions that 
border large towns or cities, that the participation rates 
are calculated by dividing the number of pupils enrolled 
in a region by the resident population in that region. As 
some young people may be resident in one region and 
in education in another, this inter­regional mobility may 
influence the results. 

Regional data at NUTS 1 level are not applicable for DK, IRL and L 



Equal opportunities in education 

The participation of females in post­compulsory school­
ing provides a useful indication as to the degree of equal 
opportunities in education. Indeed, in the European 
Union, females are much more likely to remain in edu­
cation at the end of their compulsory schooling than 
males, with 82% of females aged 16­18 in education or 
training in 1991/92 compared with 78% of males. 

In four Member States (Spain, France, Ireland and Por­
tugal), the differences in participation between the sexes 
were considerable. Participation rates of 16­18 year old 
females in these countries were at least 7 percentage 
points higher than those of their male counterparts. For 
the other Member States where data were available, the 
differences were minimal (Table 2). 

Table 2: 
Participation rates (in education or training) of 16-18 year olds by sex (1991/92) 
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Chart 4: 
Females per 100 males in upper secondary and 
higher education (1985/86 and 1991/92), EURI2 
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This is the result of a trend in which the inequality of 
opportunities between males and females has been 
significantly reduced (Chart 4). Even in the relatively 
short period between 1985/86 and 1991/92, the number 
of females per 100 males in the EU increased from 97 
to 101 in upper secondary and from 87 to 95 in higher 
education. 

There are, however, large cross­country differences. In 
upper secondary education, figures range from 83 fe­
males per 100 males in Austria and Switzerland and 84 
in Germany to 116 females per 100 males in Portugal 
(Chart 5). 

excluding new German Lander 



Chart 5: 
Females per 100 males in upper secondary 
education (1991/92) 
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A breakdown of general and vocational education at the 
upper secondary level shows that females tend to con­
tinue in general education rather than opt for vocational 
education and training. In the European Union, there 
were 114 females per 100 males in general education 
compared with only 94 females per 100 males in voca­
tional education and training (1991/92). This phenome­
non was true in all EEA Member States, with the 
exception of the United Kingdom (Table 3). 

In higher education, there were 95 females per 100 
males in the EU in 1991/92 (96 for the EEA). The 
corresponding figure forthe population as a whole in this 
age group (18-24) was 96. Higher education can thus be 
regarded as a stronghold of equal opportunities although 
there are significant differences among countries (Chart 
6): while females are particularly over-represented in 
Portugal (153 per 100 males), Sweden (117), France 
(116), Norway (114), Finland (112) and Denmark (111), 
they are considerably under-represented in Germany 
(71) and Switzerland (54) (in some countries, the ratio 
may be affected by national service). 

Table 3: 
Number of females per 100 males in upper 
secondary by type of education (1991/92) 
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94 
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79 
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78 
60 
129 
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123 

75 
94 
94 
71 

General 
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114 
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116 
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109 
114 
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Chart 6: 
Females per 100 males in higher education (1991/92) 
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Foreign language learning in 
general secondary education 

In the European Union in 1991/92, pupils enrolled in 
general secondary education (both compulsory and 
post­compulsory) were learning, on average

2
, 1.2 mod­

ern foreign languages. While pupils in five Member 
States were learning on average around one modern 
foreign language in 1991/92 (varying from 0.8 in Portugal 
and 0.9 in the United Kingdom to 1.0 in Spain, Ireland 
and Italy), the figures were significantly higher in Ger­
many (1.3), among the French Community in Belgium 
and France (1.4), Denmark (1.6), and particularly among 
the Flemish Community in Belgium (1.9) and the Nether­
lands (2.2). 

Of the pupils enrolled in general secondary education in 
the Union in 1991/92, 83% were learning English as a 
foreign language, 32% French and 16% German. 

English was the most widely­taught modern foreign 
language in all relevant countries (Chart 7), with the 
exception of the Flemish Community in Belgium (studied 
by 68% of pupils). In four Member States (Denmark, 
Germany, Spain and the Netherlands), more than 90% 
of pupils were learning English. 

In general, the second most 'popular
5
 language was 

French. In Ireland (69%) and the United Kingdom (59%), 
French was by far the most widely­taught modern foreign 
language with over half the pupils learning it in 1991/92. 
Apart from the Flemish Community in Belgium (98%), 
the Netherlands (65%) was the only other country with 

more than one­third of its pupils learning French. Be­
tween 23­33% of pupils in Germany, Portugal and Italy 
were also studying French. The lowest figures (10% or 
less) were found in Denmark and Spain (Chart 8). 

Chart 8: 
Percentage of pupils in general secondary 
education learning French as a foreign language in 
1991/92 

B(F) B(VL) DK D GR E F IRL L NL Ρ UK 

More than half the pupils in Denmark (58%) and the 
Netherlands (53%) were learning German in 1991/92. 
German was also being studied by between 20­35% of 
pupils in the United Kingdom, Ireland and France (Chart 
9). There was very little learning of German in Spain, Italy 
and Portugal. 

Chart 7: 
Percentage of pupils in general secondary 
education learning English as a foreign language in 
1991/92 
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speaking Community) 
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excluding Brandenburg, Sachsen­Anhalt and Thüringen 
full­time only 
England and Scotland only 

Chart 9: 
Percentage of pupils in general secondary 
education learning German as a foreign language in 
1991/92 
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EUR12:excluding GR and L 

The average number of foreign languages being studied by each pupil at one point in time (as opposed to those studied throughout their 
secondary schooling) 



Crossing educational frontiers 

In 1991/92, 1.3% of students enrolled in higher educa­
tion in the European Union were citizens of another EU 
country (some 115 000 students). The corresponding 
figure in 1985/86 was 1.1% (around 80 000 students). 
EU programmes promoting student mobility have un­
doubtedly had a positive effect. 

There are two ways of looking at the 115 000 students: 
on the one hand, which Member States young people 
tend to study in (i.e. by host country ­ Chart 10); on the 
other, which EU citizens tend to study abroad (i.e. by 
citizenship ­ Chart 11). 

There were significant differences between Member 
States in the numbers of students who were citizens of 
another Member State. Germany, France and the United 
Kingdom all had almost 30 000 while Italy (9000) and 
Spain (4500) had considerably fewer. 

However, it is important to relate this figure to the size of 
the student population in each Member State: Belgium 
had by far the largest percentage (4.8% or 13 000 
students), followed by the United Kingdom (2.5%) and 
Ireland (2.3%). The other Member States had 1.5% or 
less of their student population coming from another 
Member State (Chart 10). 

Chart 10: 
Percentage of students in higher education 
who were citizens of another EU Member 
(1991/92) - by host country 

% 

State 

Which EU citizens tend to study abroad? Figures show 
that Greek, Irish and Luxembourg students are much 
more likely to study abroad (within the EU) than other EU 
students (Chart 11). 

Luxembourg is a unique case in that only a limited 
amount of higher education (the first one or two years of 
some courses) takes place in the country and students 
are therefore obliged to leave the country in order to 
continue their studies. Around 20 000 students with 
Greek citizenship were enrolled in higher education in 
one of the other Member States of the Union. They 
represented 10% of the Greek student population. The 
5000 Irish students abroad in the EU represented 6% of 
the Irish student population. It is important to note that 
more than 85% of them were enrolled in the United 
Kingdom. 

The five most populous countries, namely Germany, 
Spain, France, Italy and the United Kingdom had very 
similar percentages of students enrolled in another EU 
Member State ranging from 0.7% to 1.0%. 

The data presented do not provide a precise measure of 
student mobility. On the one hand, the number of stu­
dents enrolled in an EU Member State other than their 
own is underestimated, partly because, in some coun­
tries, it is not possible to identify the citizenship of stu­
dents in certain types of higher education, e.g., 
non­university education in France. On the other hand, 
the data may overstate the degree of student mobility as 
children of migrants are included. 

Chart 11 : 
Percentage of students in higher education 
studying in another EU Member State (1991/92) ­ by 
citizenship 
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Further information: "Eurostat yearbook 94", 1st edition (forthcoming), "Regions ­ statistical yearbook", Eurostat 1994 (in print) 

Explanatory notes 

The statistics in this report refer to full­time and part­time education in the ordinary school and university system as defined in the 
International Standard Classification of Education (ISCED). Data on pre­primary education (ISCED 0) have been excluded from 
this report because of comparability problems. 

: or n/a 

. or χ 

not available 

not applicable 

provisional or estimated figure 

In Ireland and the United Kingdom, citizenship is based on permanent residence, while for the other Member States, it is based 
on the student's passport. 
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