
The UNESCO International Standard Classification of Education 
(ISCED97): Summary description of Level-5 

 
Level 5 corresponds to 1st and 2nd cycle Higher Education  tertiary programmes, i.e. 
having an education content more advanced than those offered at levels 3 (upper-level 
secondary) and 4 (post-secondary non-tertiary). It is divided into two types of 
programmes, 5A & 5B. 
 
Description of the “ISCED level 5A” type 
“As the organizational structure of tertiary education programmes varies greatly across 
countries, no single criterion can be used to define boundaries between ISCED 5A and 
ISCD 5B (…) ISCED level 5A programmes are “tertiary programmes that are largely 
theoretically based and are intended to provide sufficient qualifications for gaining entry 
into advanced research programmes and professions with high skills requirements.” In 
order to be classified at level 5A programmes must satisfy a sufficient number of the 
following criteria: 
 

1. Profile or type of programme: “largely theoretically based”, “long stream” 
types of programmes. They provide the level of education required for entry 
into a profession with high skills requirements or advanced research 
programme. 

 
2.  Access or entrance requirement: normally the minimum entrance requirement 

is the successful completion of ISCED level 3A, i.e. upper-secondary education 
programmes with a general education orientation, designed to provide direct 
access to ISCED level 5A. 

 
3. Length of studies or cumulative theoretical duration: they have a minimum 

“cumulative theoretical duration” (at tertiary level) of three years’ full-time 
equivalent, although typically they are of 4 or more years. If a degree has 3 
years’ full-time equivalent duration, it is usually preceded by at least 13 years 
of previous schooling. 

 
4. Faculty qualification: they typically require that the faculty have advanced 

research credentials (Doctorate). 
 
5. Research requirement: they may involve completion of a research project or 

thesis 
 
6. Award, i.e. the position in the national degree and qualification structure: the 

award is dependent on the national degree and qualification structure, i.e. 
Bachelors/Masters in English-speaking countries, Diplom/Magister/ 
Staatsexamen in German-speaking countries, Licence/Maitrise in French-
speaking countries. Higher Education awards are normally granted in two 
ways: 
• For short stream programmes with sequential qualifications of shorter 

consecutive degrees (UK: Foundations-Diploma, Bachelor/Honours/Master 
Degree; France: Diplôme d’Etudes Univ. Générales, Licence, Maitrise, 
Diplôme d’Etudes Supérieures Spécialisées or d’Etudes Approfondies). 

• For long stream programmes, who do not distinguish a first and second 
university degree (Magister/Diplom/Staatsexamen). The “Bologna Process” 
is changing these by introducing the sequential degrees of Bachelor and 
Master. 

The timing of these awards mark important educational and labour market 
transition points within countries. 

 
 (Source: UNESCO International standard Classification of Education /ISCED97, § 84-87) 
Description of the “ISCED level 5B” type 



“The content of ISCED level 5B programmes is practically oriented/occupationally specific 
and is mainly designed for participants to acquire the practical skills, and know-how for 
employment in a particular occupation or trade or class of occupation or trades – the 
successful completion of which usually provides the participants with a labour-market 
relevant qualification (ISCED 97, § 89)”. In order to be classified within the “level 5B” 
type educational programmes must according to the UNESCO nomenclature meet the 
following criteria: 
 

1. Access or entrance requirements: the successful completion of the following: 
• ISCED level 3B, i.e. Upper-secondary education programmes with a pre-

vocational or pre-technical orientation, designed to provide direct access to 
ISCED 5B, or 

• ISCED level 4A, i.e. Post-secondary non-tertiary education programmes 
that prepare for entry to ISCED5.  

It may in addition require the mastery of specific subject areas at ISCED 3B or 4A 
level. 

 
2. Profile or programme orientation: classified as “short stream types” of education, 

level 5B programmes are more practically oriented and occupationally specific 
than ISCED 5A. They do not give direct access to advanced research programmes, 
but provide access to an occupation. 

 
3. Length of studies or cumulative theoretical duration: they have a minimum of two 

years full-time equivalent duration, but generally they are 2 or 3 years. The 
“cumulative theoretical duration” of these programmes from the beginning of level 
5 is taken into consideration. 

 
4. Award or qualification, i.e. the position in the national degree or qualification 

structure: the type of award earned is dependent on the national degree and 
qualification structure of the country, e.g.: 

• In English-speaking countries: Certificate or Diploma of Higher 
Education/Foundation Degree, Bachelor/Master with a professional 
orientation. 

• in French-speaking countries : Brevet de Technicien Supérieur, Diplôme 
Universitaire de Technologie, Licence Professionelle. 

• In German-speaking countries: Professional Qualifications (Techniker, 
Gestalter, Erzieher, Gemeindehelfer, Jugendreferent, etc…) or a Diploma of 
a University of Applied Sciences. The Bologna Process has led to the 
introduction of professional Bachelor/Master Degrees with various 
orientations: Engineering, Business Administration, Social Work, etc… 

Short stream “practically oriented/occupationally specific” programmes lead to 
awards which are labour-market relevant qualifications at the lower tertiary level 
(e.g. State recognized nurse, social worker, etc.). 

 
(Source: UNESCO ISCED97, § 88 – 90) 
 
Documentation: 
http://www.unesco.org/education/information/nfsunesco/doc/isced_1997.htm
http://www.bologna-
bergen2005.no/Docs/02Eurydice/0504_Eurydice_National_trends.pdf
 
Summary by H. Jurgensen, D.Th. 
Member of EEAA Bologna-Working-Group      10.2.06 
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