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These reference tables contain statistics of the enrollment in higher education worldwide and in several countries. Here 
two more developed countries (UK, USA), two fast-developing countries (China, India), two rather under-developed 
countries (Ethiopia, Afghanistan) were included. The graph besides each table shows the share of those enroled in 
tertiary education among young adult, and the absolute change over time. The x-axis is the absolute change while the y-
axis is the enrollment rate. Each circle represents a certain year.

It should be noted that for these three types of countries, the scale of y-axis varies a lot.
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Enrolment in tertiary education, world, 1970-2014, (%)

Source: Tertiary Education, Our world in data, https://ourworldindata.org/tertiary-education; this source then came from the world bank, https://datacatalog.worldbank.org/dataset/education-statistics, June 25, 2019
Notes: Total enrollment in tertiary education (ISCED 5 to 8), regardless of age, expressed as a percentage of the total population of the five-year age group following on from secondary school leaving.
Frequency: Yearly, End of period

Observation date Absolute change (% point) Share (%) Label
1970 -0.13 10.10 1970
1971 0.03 9.97 1971
1972 0.21 10.16  
1973 0.28 10.39  
1974 0.41 10.72 1974
1975 0.50 11.20 1975
1976 0.29 11.71 1976
1977 0.18 11.79  
1978 0.22 12.08  
1979 0.17 12.23  
1980 0.23 12.41  
1981 0.22 12.70  
1982 0.17 12.85  
1983 0.27 13.03  
1984 0.20 13.38  
1985 -0.02 13.43  
1986 0.00 13.33 1986
1987 -0.01 13.43  
1988 0.01 13.32  
1989 0.17 13.45 1989
1990 0.20 13.66  
1991 0.20 13.84  
1992 0.29 14.06 1992
1993 0.44 14.43 1993
1994 0.57 14.95 1994
1995 0.58 15.56  
1996 0.64 16.12 1996
1997 0.58 16.84 1997
1998 0.76 17.27 1998
1999 0.88 18.36  
2000 0.87 19.04 2000
2001 1.30 20.10 2001
2002 1.34 21.63 2002
2003 0.98 22.78 2003
2004 0.75 23.59  
2005 0.72 24.28 2005
2006 0.80 25.03 2006
2007 0.94 25.89 2007
2008 1.04 26.92 2008
2009 1.22 27.98 2009
2010 1.54 29.36 2010
2011 1.43 31.05 2011
2012 0.86 32.23 2012
2013 1.11 32.78 2013
2014 1.36 34.45 2014
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Enrolment in tertiary education, worldwide, 1970-2014

Since 2014 the proportion of young people, of 
both sexes, who in any particular year were 
enrolled in a tertiary eduation course in the world 
has begun to accelerate again, exceeding a third 
by 2014. This is a very crude estimate produced 
from UNESCO data. It is the number of people of 
all ages enroled in teritiary education as a
proportion of the
five year age group
following on from
secondary school
leaving age.

After 2002 there was a slight 
deceleration in the worldwide growth 

in tertiary education when rates in 
places such as India only rose 
slowly, for a few years, before

accelerating again
after 2005. 

In 1970 almost no one in China (0.1%) and very few in
India (under 5.0%) enroled in teriary education which was mainly the

preserve of better-off young people in better-off countries. Furthermore,
the global proportion of young people in universities was actually falling in 

the early 1970s as the numbers of young people rose even faster than the
numbers attending university. Note, enrolment does not

mean completion of studies or give any indication of how long
someone may have been enroled. In recent years, in a minority of high

income countries, these 'gross' enrolement estimates have reached a very
high proportion of the shrinking post-secondary school age group. This 

might have partly caused the slight deceleration from 2010 to 2012. 
Eventually, the timeline has to decelerate as it shows a proportion that can 

never exceed 100%. However, for now it is one of the few global trends that 
is still accelerating and it could soon exceed 50% - as births fall faster and 

graduate numbers rise. 
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Enrolment in tertiary education, UK, 1971-2014, (%)

Source: Tertiary Education, Our world in data, https://ourworldindata.org/tertiary-education; this source then came from the world bank, https://datacatalog.worldbank.org/dataset/education-statistics, June 25, 2019
Notes: Total enrollment in tertiary education (ISCED 5 to 8), regardless of age, expressed as a percentage of the total population of the five-year age group following on from secondary school leaving.
Frequency: Yearly, End of period

Observation date Absolute change (% point) Share (%) Label
1971 0.88 14.57 1971
1972 0.76 15.44
1973 0.65 16.09 1973
1974 1.25 16.75 1974
1975 1.23 18.58 1975
1976 0.38 19.21
1977 -0.04 19.34
1978 -0.09 19.13
1979 -0.14 19.16
1980 -0.14 18.84 1980
1981 0.06 18.88
1982 1.09 18.96
1983 1.06 21.06 1983
1984 -0.03 21.07 1984
1985 0.22 21.00
1986 0.77 21.52 1986
1987 0.90 22.54
1988 0.93 23.31
1989 1.58 24.39 1989
1990 2.39 26.47 1990
1991 3.37 29.17 1991
1992 4.40 33.22 1992
1993 4.79 37.98 1993
1994 5.14 42.81 1994
1995 3.64 48.25 1995
1996 2.52 50.08 1996
1997 2.74 53.30 1997
1998 3.43 55.57 1998
1999 1.48 60.16 1999
2000 -0.42 58.52 2000
2001 2.04 59.31 2001
2002 1.39 62.60 2002
2003 -1.62 62.09 2003
2004 -1.54 59.36 2004
2005 -0.12 59.00
2006 -0.17 59.13
2007 -1.13 58.65
2008 -0.25 56.87
2009 1.10 58.15
2010 0.42 59.07
2011 0.08 58.99
2012 -1.06 59.22 2012
2013 -1.37 56.87
2014 -1.69 56.48 2014

1971

​
1973 1974

1975

​​​​
1980

​
​

1983
1984 ​ 1986

​ ​
1989

1990

1991

1992

1993

1994

19951996

1997
1998

1999
2000

2001

20022003

2004
​​​

​
​​​2012

​

2014

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

70

-3.0 -2.0 -1.0 0.0 1.0 2.0 3.0 4.0 5.0 6.0

En
ro

le
d 

in
 te

rit
ia

ry
 e

du
ca

tio
n,

 s
ha

re
 o

f y
ou

ng
 a

du
lts

, U
K

 (%
)

Absolute change in enrolment (% point change Year on Year)

Enrolment in tertiary education, UK, 1971-2014

Tuition fees were introduced in 1998, 
hiked in 2006 and again in 2010. The 
enrolment in tertiary education in the UK 
even decreased from 59% in 2001 to 
57% in 2015. This decrease was most 
significant in 2003, 2004, and between 
2012 and 2014. One factor might be a 
large influx of migrants aged 18 to 22 into 
the UK for work. Immigration rose rapidly 
between 1997 and 2003.

Great acceleration in 
tertiray education 
enrolment stopped in 
1994, a year of 43% of 
young people being 
enroled in tertary 
education. Since then 
growth of the share has 
slowed down (excpet for a 
short acceleartion in 1997 
and 1998)

In 1971, about 15% of young people enrolled in tertiary 
education, This share increased in the early 1970s, but 
decreased in the late 1970s, a time when the economy 
in the UK was in crisis. Decline in the share occurred 
again in 1984, when the biggest exam shake-up in the 
education system in over 10 years was announced with 
O-level and CSE exams to be replaced by GCSE.
Since 1988, the enrolment in tertiary education 
increased dramatically for young people at an 
accelerated rate. In this period, a 'market' in education 
was promoted, Modern Apprenticeships were 
introduced, and the Further and Higher Education Act 
1992 was announced, which allowed many institutions to 
apply for university status.
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Enrolment in tertiary education, USA, 1971-2014, (%)

Source: Tertiary Education, Our world in data, https://ourworldindata.org/tertiary-education; this source then came from the world bank, https://datacatalog.worldbank.org/dataset/education-statistics, June 25, 2019
Notes: Total enrollment in tertiary education (ISCED 5 to 8), regardless of age, expressed as a percentage of the total population of the five-year age group following on from secondary school leaving.
Frequency: Yearly, End of period

Observation date Absolute change (% point) Share (%) Label
1971 0.84 47.32 1971
1972 0.65 48.17
1973 0.41 48.62 1973
1974 1.19 48.98
1975 2.84 51.01 1975
1976 0.92 54.67
1977 -0.69 52.84 1977
1978 -0.17 53.29
1979 0.08 52.50
1980 1.51 53.45 1980
1981 1.66 55.52
1982 0.90 56.77
1983 0.68 57.32
1984 0.33 58.13 1984
1985 0.51 57.99
1986 1.91 59.16 1986
1987 2.66 61.80
1988 2.68 64.47
1989 3.14 67.17
1990 2.69 70.75 1990
1991 3.17 72.55
1992 3.07 77.09 1992
1993 0.61 78.68 1993
1994 -0.19 78.31 1994
1995 -0.26 78.31
1996 -2.05 77.78
1997 -3.58 74.21 1997
1998 -1.02 70.63 1998
1999 -1.25 72.16 1999
2000 -1.59 68.14 2000
2001 5.60 68.98 2001
2002 6.17 79.33 2002
2003 1.07 81.31
2004 0.39 81.46 2004
2005 0.29 82.08
2006 0.47 82.05
2007 1.48 83.03 2007
2008 2.78 85.01 2008
2009 4.61 88.58 2009
2010 3.87 94.23 2010
2011 0.31 96.32 2011
2012 -3.76 94.84 2012
2013 -4.09 88.81 2013
2014 -4.42 86.66 2014
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Enrolment in tertiary education, USA, 1971-2014

In the new century, the enrolment in 
tertiary education in the UK even 
decreased from 59% in 2001 to 57% in 
2015. This decrease was most significant 
in 2003, 2004, and between 2012 and 
2014. One possible reason might be a 
large of young migrants in the UK in the 
new century.

The enrolment in tertiary 
education in USA peaked 
in 2011when the number 
enrolled at any age and at 
any stage equalled 96% of 
young adults aged 18 to 
22. Since then that 
proportion has decreased. 
This decrease mainly 
comes from the for-profit 
colleges, which were 
booming between 2000 
and 2009.

The enrolment in tertiary education has 
increased between 1971 and 1993, except 
for a small drop in 1977.

However, a huge drop in the second half of 
the 1990s had brought the share down to 
the level it had achieved in 1989. In the late 
1990s, the standard in education was 
raised.
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Enrolment in tertiary education, China, 1970-2014, (%)

Source: Tertiary Education, Our world in data, https://ourworldindata.org/tertiary-education; this source then came from the world bank, https://datacatalog.worldbank.org/dataset/education-statistics, June 25, 2019
Notes: Total enrollment in tertiary education (ISCED 5 to 8), regardless of age, expressed as a percentage of the total population of the five-year age group following on from secondary school leaving.
Frequency: Yearly, End of period

Observation date Absolute change (% point) Share (%) Label
1970 0.08 0.13 1970
1973 0.05 0.21
1974 0.14 0.35
1975 0.12 0.49
1976 0.08 0.58
1977 0.07 0.65 1977
1978 0.17 0.72
1979 0.22 0.99
1980 0.41 1.16
1981 0.22 1.82
1984 0.16 2.05
1985 0.48 2.48
1986 0.34 3.02
1987 0.05 3.16
1988 -0.06 3.12
1989 -0.06 3.03
1990 -0.05 3.01
1991 -0.08 2.93
1992 0.00 2.84 1992
1993 0.41 2.93
1994 0.77 3.67
1995 0.67 4.46
1996 0.49 5.00
1997 0.49 5.45
1998 0.53 5.98
1999 0.87 6.51 1999
2000 1.72 7.72 2000
2001 2.54 9.95
2002 2.84 12.79 2002
2003 2.56 15.64
2004 1.85 17.91
2005 1.29 19.34
2006 0.75 20.50
2007 0.22 20.84 2007
2008 0.84 20.94 2008
2009 1.50 22.52 2009
2010 1.18 23.95 2010
2011 1.62 24.87 2011
2012 2.64 27.18 2012
2013 6.10 30.16 2013
2014 9.56 39.39 2014
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Enrolment in tertiary education, China, 1970-2014

Now the enrolment in teriary education in China 
is still growing rapidly. Given that its level is still 
under that in the more developed countries such 
as the UK and USA, the acceleration is expected 
to continue in the near future.

The increase in the enrolment in tertiary education slowed down between 2002 
and 2007, but then increased more dramatically after 2008. This dramatic 
increase was not due to the enrolment of undergraduate, which used to be the 
main target in the 1999 expansion. This time, the graduate became the main 
target. Also, just like 1999 expansion, the 2009 expansion was mainly motivated 
by the fear of increased unemployment due to the 2008 global financial crisis.

During the Cultural Revolution in China (1966-1976), universities were almost 
closed, graduates were mostly sent to rural areas to do labouring work, and 
hence hardly anyone enrolled in tertiary education.
After the Cultural Revolution the national college entrance exam (the Gaukao) 
was reinstated in 1977, but the number of the in-take was extremely small. 
Having tertiary education was very rare, and those having it were guaranteed 
with a very good job in this period.
Although the proportion of those enrolled in tertiary education increased in the 
first decade after 1977, this share had decreased between 1988 and 1992.
The first huge acceleration in the enrolment in tertiary education in China 
occurred between 1999 and 2002. Tertiary education was deliberately expanded 
in order to combat the 1997 Asian economic crisis.
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Enrolment in tertiary education, India, 1971-2013, (%)

Source: Tertiary Education, Our world in data, https://ourworldindata.org/tertiary-education; this source then came from the world bank, https://datacatalog.worldbank.org/dataset/education-statistics, June 25, 2019
Notes: Total enrollment in tertiary education (ISCED 5 to 8), regardless of age, expressed as a percentage of the total population of the five-year age group following on from secondary school leaving.
Frequency: Yearly, End of period

Observation date Absolute change (% point) Share (%) Label
1971 0.07 4.95 1971
1973 0.01 5.02
1976 -0.04 5.01
1977 0.00 4.87
1978 0.06 5.02
1979 -0.01 4.99
1980 0.14 4.99
1981 -0.01 5.28
1982 0.15 4.96
1983 0.46 5.58 1983
1984 0.13 5.88
1985 0.06 5.85
1986 0.25 6.01
1987 -0.23 6.35 1987
1988 -0.29 5.54 1988
1989 0.21 5.76
1990 0.14 5.96 1990
1991 -0.08 6.04 1991
1995 0.05 5.55
1996 0.51 6.29 1996
1997 0.82 6.57 1997
2000 0.79 9.55 2000
2001 0.34 9.74 2001
2002 0.47 10.22 2002
2003 0.38 10.67
2004 0.03 10.98 2004
2005 0.28 10.73 2005
2006 1.23 11.54 2006
2007 1.79 13.19 2007
2008 1.46 15.12 2008
2009 1.40 16.10 2009
2010 3.38 17.91 2010
2011 3.23 22.86 2011
2012 0.51 24.37 2012
2013 -0.48 23.89 2013
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Enrolment in tertiary education, India, 1971-2013

The pace of increase slowed down in 
2011 and 2012, and the enrolment rate 
even decreased in 2013.

Between 1971 and 1997, the enrolment in tertiary 
education in India barely increased, which remained 
between 5% and 7%. The first significant increase 
occurred between 1997 and 2000, and then more 
dramatically between 2004 and 2010. This is a period of 
fast expansion. In a decade from 2000–01 to 2010–11,  
nearly 20,000 colleges and more than 8 million students 
were added.
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Enrolment in tertiary education, Ethiopia, 1971-2014, (%)

Source: Tertiary Education, Our world in data, https://ourworldindata.org/tertiary-education; this source then came from the world bank, https://datacatalog.worldbank.org/dataset/education-statistics, June 25, 2019
Notes: Total enrollment in tertiary education (ISCED 5 to 8), regardless of age, expressed as a percentage of the total population of the five-year age group following on from secondary school leaving.
Frequency: Yearly, End of period

Observation date Absolute change (% point) Share (%) Label
1971 0.01 0.17 1971
1972 -0.01 0.19
1973 0.02 0.15
1974 0.02 0.24
1977 0.03 0.24
1978 0.11 0.38 1978
1979 0.07 0.46
1980 0.01 0.51
1981 -0.01 0.49
1982 0.02 0.50
1983 0.00 0.52
1984 0.09 0.50
1986 0.12 0.80
1987 0.00 0.86
1988 -0.02 0.80
1989 0.02 0.83
1990 0.00 0.85
1991 -0.06 0.83 1991
1994 -0.04 0.62
1995 0.04 0.67
1996 0.07 0.70
1997 0.08 0.82
1998 0.07 0.86 1998
1999 0.17 0.95 1999
2000 0.26 1.19 2000
2001 0.23 1.47 2001
2002 0.41 1.64 2002
2003 0.46 2.29 2003
2004 0.23 2.56 2004
2005 0.24 2.75 2005
2008 0.62 3.54 2008
2009 1.90 5.25 2009
2010 1.26 7.33 2010
2011 0.41 7.76 2011
2012 0.12 8.14 2012
2014 -0.16 8.13 2014
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Enrolment in tertiary education, Ethiopia, 1971-2014

Albeit still very low, the increase in the 
enrolment in tertiary education in Ethiopia 
has accelerated fitfully between 2000 and 
2010, rising from 1.2% to 7.3%. But the 
increase slowed down after 2009, when a 
coalition of opposition parties and some 
individuals was established to oust the 
then official government. In 2014 the rate 
was 8.1%

In 2014, the enrolment 
even decreased as 
compared to that in 2012. 

Ethiopia was one of the countries that have the lowest 
enrolment in tertiary education in 2014. Until 1999, the 
share of young people enrolled in tertiary education as 
still below 1%.
Significant increase in the enrolment in tertiary education 
occurred only after 2000, as the reconstruction of 
damaged infrastructures and many other things gained a 
little success after ten years after the civil war, 1974-91, 
that the overthrew Dereg regime that had replaced Haile 
Selassie..
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Enrolment in tertiary education, Afghanistan, 1970-2014, (%)

Source: Tertiary Education, Our world in data, https://ourworldindata.org/tertiary-education; this source then came from the world bank, https://datacatalog.worldbank.org/dataset/education-statistics, June 25, 2019
Notes: Total enrollment in tertiary education (ISCED 5 to 8), regardless of age, expressed as a percentage of the total population of the five-year age group following on from secondary school leaving.
Frequency: Yearly, End of period

Observation date Absolute change (% point) Share (%) Label
1970 0.16 0.77 1970
1971 0.09 0.92
1972 0.09 0.95
1973 0.04 1.10
1974 -0.01 1.03 1974
1975 0.10 1.08
1976 0.14 1.22 1976
1977 0.26 1.36 1977
1978 0.26 1.75 1978
1979 0.00 1.88
1982 0.05 1.74
1986 0.00 2.20
1987 0.02 1.74
1990 -0.03 2.27 1990
2003 -0.07 1.26 2003
2004 0.44 1.26 2004
2009 0.36 3.90 2009
2011 0.95 3.76 2011
2014 1.55 8.66 2014
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Enrolment in tertiary education, Afghanistan, 1970-2014

The Kabul University was reopened in 2002, in 
2006 an American University was built in Kabul, 
and other universities renovated or rebuilt. 
Tertiary education rose to possibly 3.8% around 
2010, 8.7% in 2014, 9.7% in 2018, still only a 
quarter of the world average. One of the eight 
pillars of the Afghan National Development 
Strategy for 2008–2014. In December 2009, the 
Afghan Ministry of Higher Education launched 
the National Higher Education Strategic Plan: 
2010–2014. Its two main goals were to improve 
quality and broaden access to higher education

Between 1970 and 1979, the level of enrolment increased from only 0.8% to 
1.9%. In 1979 60% of the teachers in Kabul University were women. The 
Soviet-Afghan War, 1979-89, Afghan Civil War, 1989-96, Taliban Emirate, 
1996-2001, and the US led invasion (Operation Enduring Freedom, 2001-
14), have resulted in erratic and unreliable statistics since 1979 (the most 
recent proper census!). Enrolment was possibly over 2% in 1986 and 1990 
falling to 1.3% in 2003-04.


