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Executive Summary 
 

Education matters. It is the way through which one generation passes on its knowledge, experience and 
cultural legacy to the next generation. Education has the means to empower individuals and impacts every 
aspect of life. It is the vehicle to how one develops and understands the world. It creates opportunities for 
decent work and higher income and is correlated to many other components which can enrich one's 
quality of life and contribute to happiness, health, mental well-being, civic engagement, home ownership 
and long-term financial stability. Besides the economic implications, education is a fundamental right of 
each and every child. It is a matter of fulfilling basic human dignity, believing in the potential of every 
person and enhancing it with knowledge, learning and skills to construct the cornerstones of healthy 
human development (Education Matters, 2014)1.  

It is important to consider those most vulnerable and deprived of learning and ensure they receive the 
access to education they deserve. Simply stated: all children form an integral part of a country's future and 
therefore all should be educated. To protect the right of every child to an education, it is crucial to focus 
on the following components2: a) early learning in pre-schools, b) equal access to education for all 
children, c) guarantee education for children in conflict or disaster-prone areas and emergencies, d) 
enhance the quality of the schools, e) create partnerships to ensure funding and support and f) Build a 
strong education system. Such ambitions are underpinned in the 2030 Agenda aiming to transform the 
world through the Sustainable Development Goals. The fourth SDG goal states: 'Ensure inclusive and 
quality education for all and promote lifelong learning'. Successfully implementing Agenda 2030 and 
reaching the goals requires high quality data.  This report uses data from the 2015 Census to assess the 
situation of education in Timor-Leste. It is an attempt to present a comprehensive picture of the situation 
of education in the country. Successfully implementing Agenda 2030 and reaching the goals requires high 
quality data.  As such, its overall goal is to produce information which supports evidence-based national 
planning and programming, which can create strong and well-educated future generations. Besides 
informing national decision-making, the report allows for international comparison and wants to facilitate 
the path to implementing and executing the sustainable development goals.   

The education system in Timor-Leste consists of four layers: a) Pre-School Education (3 – 5 years), b) 
Basic Education (6 – 11 years), c) Secondary Education (12 -14 years) and d) Higher Education 
(Polytechnic/Diploma and University, 18 – 23 years). To be prepared to enter basic education it is 
important that children attend pre-school education at the right age.  

An important group to consider are those children who have never attended school. According to the 
census, a total of 31,440 children between the age of 6 and 14 years had never been to school. This 
constitutes 11.3 percent of all children between 6 and 14 years old. The non-attendance of boys in 
primary education is slightly higher than for girls, 11.7 percent compared to 11.0 percent, respectively. 
The analysis further showed that many children do not enroll in the primary school system at the 
appropriate age. 

Primary and secondary education together constitute basic education, which according to the National 
Education Strategic Plan should be universal, compulsory and free. It is compulsory that upon completion 
of primary school children continue with pre-secondary. In 2015, the net-attendance ratio for pre-
secondary school stood at 44.2 percent. The fact that the gross attendance ratio (83.3 percent) is so much 

                                                           
1 Education Matters (2014). Why Education Matters. Retrieved from http://emcincy.org/why-education-matters2/ 
2 https://www.unicef.org/education/bege_61627.html 
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higher than the net attendance ratio clearly indicates that a large proportion of students are older than the 
normal age of being in pre-secondary education. This trend is highest in Dili municipality, where the 
Gross Attendance Ratio (GAR) is higher than 100 percent. This means that actually more students are in 
pre-secondary school than the population aged 13 – 15 years old. 

In 1975, Timor-Leste counted only two Secondary General Schools, one Technical-Vocational School, a 
Teacher Training College and two training schools (for teachers of sport and agriculture). Since then, 
great progress has been made both in educational infrastructure and in the number of teachers (Ministry of 
Education, 2011). In 2015, there were 106 secondary schools: 61 being public and 45 private (EMIS, 
2015). The net attendance ratio of secondary school currently stands at 32.8 percent, with a higher 
percentage for females (35.9 percent) than for males (29.9 percent). Gross attendance ratios are more than 
twice as high as net attendance ratios, indicating that again a large portion of secondary students fall 
outside the bracket of appropriate ages.   

The majority of students in higher education (25,597 out of 38,395, i.e. 66.7 percent) are residing in Dili 
municipality. The net attendance ratio for tertiary education equals 16.3 percent. This is considerably 
higher than in 2010, when the Net Attendance Ratio (NAR) was 6.7 percent, indicating great progress at 
the higher end of the educational scale. As so many young persons moved to Dili to pursue higher 
education, both the net and gross attendance ratios are much higher in Dili than in the other 
municipalities. Almost one third of all young people between the age of 19 and 24 in Dili are pursuing a 
tertiary education.  

The country has four working languages: Portuguese, Tetum, Bahasa Indonesia, and English. A person is 
considered literate if he/she can, with understanding, read and write a short, simple statement on their 
everyday life in any of the four languages. Great strides have been made to reducing illiteracy in Timor-
Leste. The literacy rate for all persons 10 years of age and over is 67.3 percent, which is significantly 
higher than in 2010. Women have a lower literacy rate than men (63.9 versus 70.6 percent). Impressive 
progress has been made for younger, but also older age groups. The increase in adult literacy show the 
effect of the mass adult literacy campaigns that were organized after the country’s independence. Above 
age 20, in each five-year age group, illiteracy is considerably higher for females than for males. At 
younger ages the gender parity index (GPI) is almost equal to one, indicating almost equal levels of 
literacy for males and females. After age 20, the GPI drops below 1, when literacy becomes lower for 
females than for males. Currently, the youth literacy rate (15 – 24 years) stands at 84.4 percent. There is 
still a clear difference between urban and rural areas: 94.3 percent of youth in urban areas can read and 
write compared to 78.5 percent in rural areas. Large regional differences exist in Timor-Leste with 
regards to youth literacy, which shows that special efforts will be needed to bring high quality education 
to even the more remote regions of the country. Timor-Leste is a multi-lingual society and that literacy by 
language is improving quite rapidly. In 2010, 53.4 percent of persons 5 years of age and older could read 
and write in Tetun. In 5 years’ time, this increased to 62.5 percent. 

Twenty-six percent of people aged 6 years and above never went to school. This accounts to 251,849 
persons in the country. This percentage is considerably smaller than the one observed in the 2010 census, 
when 33 percent of the population never went to school. Both in absolute and relative terms, the number 
of females who never attended school is considerably higher than the number of males. Furthermore, it is 
significantly higher in rural than in urban areas. Over the last 11 years, substantial progress has been 
made in reducing the proportion of the population which has never attended school however. In 2004, 49 
percent of the population had never attended school, reducing to 33 percent in 2010 and 26 percent in 
2015.   
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SDG Indicators related to education, census Timor-Leste, 2015. 
SDG Indicator

4.2.2 Participation rate in organized learning (one year before the official primary entry 
age), by sex

Male Female Total

44.7 47.1 45.9
4.3.1 Participation rate of youth and adults in formal and non-formal education and training 
in the previous 12 months, by sex

4.3.1.a. Percentage of young people 15 - 24 years old in formal or non-formal education 63.3 58.6 61.0
4.3.1.b. Percentage of adults 25 - 34 years old in formal or non-formal education 16.6 11.8 14.1

4.5.1 Parity indices (female/male, rural/urban, bottom/top wealth quintile and others such as 
disability status, indigenous peoples and conflict-affected, as data become available) for all 
education indicators on this list that can be disaggregated

4.5.1.b. Gender parity index primary education (NAR) 1.00
4.5.1.c. Gender parity index primary education (GAR) 0.95
4.5.1.d. Gender parity index pre-secondary education (NAR) 1.21
4.5.1.e. Gender parity index pre-secondary education (GAR) 1.03
4.5.1.f. Gender parity index secondary education (NAR) 1.20
4.5.1.g. Gender parity index secondary education (GAR) 0.98
4.5.1.i. Urban/rural parity index primary education (NAR) 1.06
4.5.1.j. Urban/rural parity index primary education (GAR) 0.88
4.5.1.k. Urban/rural parity index pre-secondary education (NAR) 1.72
4.5.1.l. Urban/rural parity index pre-secondary education (GAR) 1.35
4.5.1.m. Urban/rural parity index secondary education (NAR) 2.45
4.5.1.n. Urban/rural parity index secondary education (GAR) 2.23

4.6.1 Proportion of population in a given age group achieving at least a fixed level of 
proficiency in functional (a) literacy and (b) numeracy skills, by sex

4.6.1.a. Literacy rate: 10 years of age and older 70.6 63.9 67.3
4.6.1.b. Literacy rate by age

10 - 14 79.2 81.3 80.2
15 - 19 85.6 86.0 85.8
20 - 24 83.4 81.7 82.5
25 - 29 80.4 77.0 78.6
30 - 34 77.1 69.2 73.1
35 - 39 72.6 62.1 67.3
40 -44 69.9 55.5 63.0
45 - 49 63.8 41.0 53.1
50 - 54 55.0 30.1 43.2
55 - 59 45.6 22.9 34.9
60 - 64 33.9 15.7 24.6
65 - 69 19.6 8.5 13.7
70 - 74 15.6 9.0 12.3
75 - 79 16.2 8.5 12.2
80 - 84 16.1 9.7 12.7

85+ 18.2 12.0 14.8
8.6.1 Proportion of youth (aged 15–24 years) not in education, employment or training

16.8 23.7 20.3
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three to five years old to prepare them for basic education. Basic education starts at six and lasts nine 
years. According to the Strategic Plan for Education, it is universal, compulsory and free. It is planned 
that students may ‘use available schoolbooks and materials free of charge and transportation, food and 
accommodation may also be provided, where necessary’ (Ministry of Education, 2011, p.45). After basic 
education, students may enroll in secondary education which has a three-year duration and is optional. 
Secondary education has two separate modalities: Secondary General Education and Technical-
Vocational Secondary Education. Students who have finished secondary education successfully may enter 
higher education either in university or in higher technical education.  

In the census, a distinction was made in basic education between primary/basic education and pre-
secondary/basic education. This distinction was kept in the current report for the sake of comparability 
between the current census and the 2010 census and because internationally, primary education normally 
refers to the six-year cycle starting at 6 years of age.  

 

1.2. About this publication 
 
The 2015 Timor-Leste Population Census was held in July 2015. Census moment was determined to be 
the night between the 11th and the 12th of July. All 13 municipalities of Timor-Leste were covered in the 
census. Throughout the census, UNFPA provided technical support, helped with the dissemination of the 
results and promoted the information to be widely utilized and distributed for policy making and 
development planning. Data from the census has already been used to produce several thematic reports. 
This report was developed in close collaboration with UNICEF, which also provided financial support.  

To achieve the national educational priorities and create an updated baseline for advancing these as well 
as the SDGs, this report presents results on the following: 
 
Chapter 2: Methods and Procedures for Analysis 
In this chapter concepts and definitions used in this report will be explained. Methodological issues will 
be discussed. Because of the large scale of the operation, population censuses in developing countries 
often suffer from problems with coverage and content. These issues may have an impact on the quality of 
the information gathered in population censuses. Data quality of the education information is briefly 
discussed in this chapter. 
 
Chapter 3: School Attendance 
Attendance ratios are among the most important indicators to measure a country’s social and economic 
development. Much progress has been made in the education system of Timor-Leste in the past few years. 
The number of individuals attending school has significantly increased compared to 2010, when the 
previous census was undertaken. The level of education has also improved with now more individuals 
attending higher levels of education compared to 2010. The report presents specifics on the school 
attendance for each level of education.  In addition, the gender gap in education is also narrowing with 
more and more women being educated.  
 
Chapter 4: Literacy and language 
Literacy is a key target of the 2030 Sustainable Development Goals. Target 4.7 states that ‘By 2030, 
ensure that all youth and a substantial proportion of adults, both men and women, achieve literacy and 
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numeracy’ (United Nations, n.d.). This report covers literacy based on the four working languages used in 
the country: Tetun, Portuguese, Bahasa Indonesia and English. It presents the status of literacy in the 
country by age, sex, migration status, urban/rural residence, among others.  
 
Chapter 5: Education level 
The level of education, asked to the head of the household, was also a component of the census. This 
chapter provides insight into those who never attended school and the educational attainment by level of 
education per municipality, age group and sex. 
 
Chapter 6: Vulnerable groups 
As mentioned earlier, it is crucial to consider those most vulnerable and deprived of learning and ensure 
they receive the access to education they deserve. Therefore, this chapter will venture into specific 
vulnerable group's literacy rates and school attendance, covering persons with disabilities, young female 
farmers, adolescent mothers, working children and young urban migrants. 
 
Chapter 7: Education and work 
Whilst the relationship between education and the labour market has been extensively discussed in the 
census analytical report on the labour force, this chapter provides additional insights into youth not in 
employment and not in education and training (NEET) as well as youth unemployment and their 
relationship to education.  
 
Chapter 8: Teachers and Educators 
As the title of this chapter already reveals, this chapter covers those who are teaching children the 
essential skills and knowledge they deserve. The demographic characteristics of the teachers are presented, 
how they are distributed across the country by municipality and urban/rural residency as well as the type 
of work that they do. 
 
Chapter 9: Education projections 
Projections provide policy makers with the tools for developing strategies and planning. They can be used 
to construct scenarios in specific development areas such as health care, the labour force or education. 
This report used the population projections made after the 2015 census to construct educational 
projections (using the medium projection), as presented in this chapter. Two different projections are 
presented based on two separate scenarios. In the first projection, it was assumed that during the period 
2015 – 2030 no changes in net attendance would take place. Of course, this is a very unlikely scenario, 
but it is executed to show the net effect of demographic changes on the number and composition of the 
school-going population in the next 15 years. Planners should be aware that changes in the student 
population are not only due to getting a higher proportion of children into school, but also that ongoing 
population dynamics will play a role in determining what the future composition of the school population 
will be. This projection scenario is referred to as the ‘zero-change’ model. In the second scenario, it was 
assumed that the quantitative goals of the National Education Strategic Plan will be realized during the 
period 2015 – 2030. This scenario is referred to as the ‘NESP’ model. The assumptions for each scenario 
are explained in further detail in the chapter.    
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the Analysis and Use of Household Survey and Census Education Data (UNESCO et al, 2004) will be 
followed.  

A set of indicators were identified that are closely related to literacy, school attendance, educational 
attainment, socio-economic characteristics of teachers and educators and the position of vulnerable 
groups in education. As much as possible, these indicators were then quantified, and their background 
considered.   

Using census data has its limitations. The census draws a socio-economic picture of the country at an 
exact point in time (census moment). Because of this, it is not possible to calculate some of the indicators 
normally used in the study of education. For instance, the drop-out rate cannot be calculated as it 
compares a person’s current school attendance status with the one from the year before. This information 
is not available in the census. Other indicators that for this reason cannot be calculated are intake rates, 
enrollment rates, promotion rates, repetition rates and transition rates. These indicators require specialized 
surveys or can be retrieved from the Educational Management Information System (EMIS).  

An important global programme to achieve universal primary education is the Out-of-School Children 
Initiative (OOSCI), which is a partnership between UNICEF and the UNESCO Institute for Statistics 
(UIS) and was started in 2010. It is the aim of the OOSCI to assist countries with studying the vulnerable 
group of children who are out of school and those who are at risk of leaving school prematurely. The 
initiative published a manual with principles and recommendations concerning how to study out of school 
children of primary school age6. The analysis in this report will – as much as the census data allow – use 
the recommendations made in this manual.     

Throughout the report, background characteristics of persons in the census will be linked to their 
educational outcome. The two main background characteristics used are sex and age. As much as 
possible, regional variations are looked at. For educational planning, data at the administrative post level 
are needed. In a few cases this is done in the text, but most of the information at the administrative post 
level are brought together in a number of tables in the annex. Also, where possible, comparisons are made 
with other countries in the Southeast Asia region.  

In some instances in the report, logit regressions were used. The logit regression model belongs to the 
family of multivariate linear regressions. To quantify the net effect of an explanatory variable on a chosen 
dependent variable, statisticians rely on multivariate regression techniques. The goal of a multivariate 
regression is typically to quantify how variable A influences variable B, controlling for the intervening 
effects of a set of other variables. Many multivariate regression techniques exist. If the dependent variable 
is a dichotomy (0,1) then a logistic regression is used. As with any multivariate regression, the model 
produces a set of regression coefficients. In the case of a logit regression, these coefficients (B) are the 
natural logarithms of the odds of a person to have a certain characteristic (e.g. to be literate). The larger 
the B-coefficient, the larger the effect of the variable on the logit. As this measure is hard to interpret, the 
exponential function of the regression coefficients (Exp(B)) is calculated. This transformed coefficient 
gives the odds ratio, i.e. the ratio to have the characteristic versus not to have the characteristic, compared 
to a pre-determined reference category. For each variable in the regression equation, a reference category 
has to be determined. Note that these odds ratios present the net effect of the explanatory variable on the 
dependent variable, while statistically controlling for the intervening factor of the other variables in the 
equation.     

                                                           
6 UNICEF (2015), Global Out-of-School Children Initiative Operational Manual. Global Initiative on Out-of-School 
Children. United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF), Education Section, Programme Division, New York, USA 
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With regards to education attendance and attainment, the following categories were applied in the census:  

1. Pre-Primary 
2. Primary 
3. Pre-Secondary 
4. Secondary 
5. Polytechnic / Diploma 
6. University 
7. Non-formal 

While categories 1 to 6 are clearly defined within the Timor-Leste educational system, category 7 (non-
formal education) is a rest of category which is poorly demarcated. Many persons who attend(ed) non-
formal education are adults, but the level of education may vary from very basic to tertiary level. 
Therefore, limited attention is paid to this category in this report.  

Information provided by the 2015 census incorporates a complication to calculate pre-primary attendance 
ratios, and as matter of fact, any other attendance ratio. The problem is caused by the fact that a person’s 
educational level and grade was not asked for the education they were attending at that moment, but for 
the education they completed. The census was conducted in July, which is in the middle of Timor-Leste’s 
school year. Hence, respondents typically indicated their education from a year earlier, when they were 
also a year younger. Therefore, when looking at reported pre-primary education attendance one must take 
both ages 5 and 6 into account. Therefore, to calculate the attendance ratio an adjustment had to be made. 
At age 6, a number of children were reported to be already going to primary school while others were still 
reported to be in pre-primary school. Therefore, to calculate the net attendance ratio, the number of 
children aged 5 and 6 in pre-primary school were divided by the total number of children aged 5 and 6. 
As a number of children at age 6 were already in primary education (while for some others no information 
was available about their education level), they were subtracted from the denominator of the attendance 
ratio.   

Census data was analyzed using SPSS and Excel. A set of tables were produced at the administrative post 
level. Some maps were produced by the GIS-department of the General Directorate of Statistics. As much 
as possible, results are presented in a graphical form for easier understanding and the numbers related to 
the graphs are added as data labels.    

2.3. Data quality 
 
Census errors are almost unavoidable. The Timor-Leste census is no exception. Errors in the census can 
typically be classified as coverage errors and content errors. Coverage errors are caused by the inability of 
enumerators to correctly canvass all persons living in their enumeration area. In the case of the study of 
education, coverage errors lead to an undercount (or overcount) of the true number of people attending 
school and may result in a misrepresentation of the educational attainment of the population. Content 
errors are caused by the incorrect reporting or recording of people’s or households’ characteristics. They 
may be caused by many factors ranging from errors in questionnaire design, to interviewing errors, 
misunderstandings or deliberate misreporting by respondents, to coding errors, data entry errors, errors 
caused by computer editing to tabulation errors7.   

                                                           
7 For a detailed overview of the types of errors see: United Nations, Department of Economic and Social Affairs 
Statistics Division (2010).  
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In terms of coverage of the 2015 Timor-Leste census, there is evidence of underreporting of very young 
children. As questions on education were only asked for children aged 3 and older, this does not pose 
much of a problem for this analysis.  

In terms of content, the census showed that age-misreporting - although improved since 2010 - is still 
somewhat of a problem. Especially people with a lower education have the tendency to round their age to 
digits ending with 0 or 5. This is commonly referred to as age-heaping. The 2015 census thematic report 
on fertility (2017) examined age-heaping by calculating the Myers’ Blended Index. This index varies 
between 0 and 90 according to the level of age heaping. Any value higher than 10 is considered a sign of 
serious problems with age heaping. In the 2015 census, Myers’ Blended Index was 4.1 for urban and 5.5 
for rural areas, indicating that some problems with age reporting are present, but not in a dramatic 
fashion. 

A more serious data quality problem is formed by the fact that many inconsistencies exist between 
answers to the three questions related to education. As much as possible, it was attempted to edit out these 
inconsistencies, but many discrepancies remain. The census questionnaire tried to collect information on 
school attendance and educational attainment in one question: ‘Has (Name) ever attended school?’  One 
would expect a ‘Yes/No’ type of answer to this question, but the question had in fact four possible 
answers: 1) Yes, Attending School, 2) Yes, attended before/left school, 3) No, never attended school and 4) 
Don’t know. If the answer to this question was ‘Yes’ (either category 1 or 2), it was then asked what the 
highest level reached by the respondent was. This means that for persons who are currently attending 
school, the level they had reached in the previous school year was asked. This introduced an extra 
complication. Finally, it was asked what the highest education class or year was that the respondent had 
completed. There were 31 answer categories to this question. If, for instance, the respondent indicated 
that he/she was attending year 2 of the university, the enumerator had to fill in ‘19’, which was the year 
ended in the previous year. The number of inconsistencies in the data between the answers to the three 
education questions proves that the way the education questions were set up was far too complicated for 
the team of enumerators, who were often young and inexperienced interviewers with sometimes minimal 
educational qualifications.  

Another set of inconsistencies exist between the education questions and the question on main economic 
activity. Question P32 asked ‘What did (Name) do last week?’. Among the 13 possible answers, one 
indicated that the person was a full-time student. A large group of persons gave inconsistent answers 
between the questions on age, education and economic activities. It can be expected that some bias may 
be present for some of the indicators presented in this report.  

In this report, frequent comparisons will be made between the 2015 and the 2010 census. In the 2010 
census, questions on education were exactly the same as in the 2015 census. An examination showed the 
same inconsistencies as in the 2015 census. To avoid the same type of inconsistencies and errors, it is 
advisable that for the 2020 census the questions on education should be adapted.         
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Chapter 3. School attendance 
 

3.1. School attending population 
 
According to the 2015 Population and Housing Census, the population of Timor-Leste counted 1,183,643 
persons, 601,112 males and 582,531 females. The census tabulations indicated that 442,290 persons were 
attending school and 316,351 had attended school before. The number of students in 2015 was 
considerably higher than in the 2010 Census, when 343,187 students were recorded. As in 2010, more 
males than females are currently in education, 218,000 against 211,000. This implies a sex ratio of 108.8 
male students per hundred female students. Compared to the 2010 census, the participation of females in 
school vis á vis males has somewhat improved. At that time, the sex ratio stood at 110.3. The difference 
between males and females is largest at the university level, where 120.7 male students per 100 female 
students are attending. Evidence does however show improvement in this imbalance. In 2010, the sex 
ratio among university students was much higher and stood at 141.9 male student per 100 female 
students.  

The sex ratio of 110.7 among children in primary school would suggest that in Timor-Leste a gender gap 
exists between boys and girls who enter education. However, to make a comparison between both sexes 
in education, it is necessary to control for differences in the age structure between males and females. In 
the case of primary education, it is important to consider that in the 5-11 year age group – the appropriate 
age category for primary education – more boys than girls are present. There are 113,372 boys against 
106,048 girls, implying a sex ratio of 106.9. This at least partially explains the differences between boys 
and girl in primary education. A better way to look at gender differences is to compare attendance ratios 
for both sexes, which is elaborated upon later in this chapter.   

 
Table 3. 1 Total number of students by level of education and sex, Timor-Leste 20158 

 

 

Despite the relatively short period of time between 2010 and 2015, the distribution of students by level of 
education has changed (see Figures 3.1.a and b). While in 2010, 56.6 percent of all persons in education 

                                                           
8 Note that the figures in Table 3.1 are slightly different from the ones presented above. This is due to insufficient 
information provided for a number of cases in the census. This problem in the data causes that some tables in the 
report may not be completely consistent with others.  

Numbers Percentage Numbers Percentage Numbers Percentage
10,826       5.0% 10,440       5.2% 21,266       5.1% 103.7    

112,233     51.4% 101,353     50.4% 213,586     50.9% 110.7    
38,915       17.8% 39,067       19.4% 77,982       18.6% 99.6      
31,652       14.5% 29,487       14.7% 61,139       14.6% 107.3    

998           0.5% 762           0.4% 1,760         0.4% 131.0    
20,037       9.2% 16,598       8.3% 36,635       8.7% 120.7    

1,011         0.5% 1,236         0.6% 2,247         0.5% 81.8      
2,540         1.2% 2,150         1.1% 4,690         1.1% 118.1    

Total 218,212     100.0% 201,093     100.0% 419,305     100.0% 108.5    
Undetermined

Sex ratio

University
Non formal

Male Female Total

Pre-Primary
Primary
Pre-Secondary
Secondary
Polytechnic / Diploma
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were in primary education, this was 51.1 percent in 2015. The percentage of children in pre-primary 
education among all students stayed more or less the same, 5.3 in 2010 and 5.1 percent in 2015. On the 
other hand, the percentage of students in secondary and tertiary education has gone up. In 2010, 14.1 
percent of students were in secondary education versus 14.9 percent in 2015; whilst the percentage of all 
students attending university increased from 4.6 to 9.0 percent.   

Figure 3. 1.a. Percentage distribution of school-going population, Timor-Leste, 2015 

 

Figure 3.1.b. Percentage distribution of school-going population, Timor-Leste, 2010 
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An important indicator for a country’s performance in the field of education is the percentage of persons 
in each age group that are attending school. Figure 3.2 shows a population pyramid for each five-year age 
group and the number of persons who are attending school. At the side of each bar in this population 
pyramid, the percentage of persons who attend school is shown. The pyramid clearly indicates that in 
2015 school attendance was still far from being universal. For both sexes, the largest absolute number of 
students can be found in age group 10 to 14 years. This age group also has the highest percentage of 
persons attending school: 88.1 percent for females and 87.4 percent of males. The fact that less than three 
quarters of children between 5 and 9 years of age are in school proves that a significant proportion of 
young children don’t make it into primary education, or at least not at the appropriate age. Another 
remarkable characteristic is that a considerable amount of people at older ages indicated that they are still 
attending school. At age 30 – 34, 6.9 percent of women and 9.7 percent of men reported to still be in 
school. Even at ages above age 50, a small percentage of people still indicate they are in school. It is 
unclear whether there is an actual trend that people at an older age remain involved in formal or informal 
adult education or that this is due to data problems. The census question with which a person’s current 
and past education attendance measured was simply: "Has (Name) ever attended school?”. It is possible 
that the three answer categories (“1. Yes, Attending School”, “2. Yes, Attended before/left school” or “3. 
No, never attended school”) may have confused some respondents or enumerators placing some people in 
schools, while in fact they attended them in the past.   

Figure 3.2. Population pyramid by percentage school attendance Timor-Leste 2015. 
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A more detailed picture of the age distribution of school attendance for any type of education is depicted 
in Figure 3.3. Age-specific school attendance is highest at age 11 for both sexes: 87.9 and 88.7 percent for 
males and females, respectively. After age 14, school attendance drops rapidly. Between ages 12 to 16 
attendance ratios are slightly higher for girls than for boys, but at age 18 this trend reverses. For instance, 
at age 19, 66.7 percent of young males are still in school against 60.7 percent of young females. These 
results show that – although young females match, and even outdo, young males in terms of school 
attendance, at the tertiary level the gender gap still exists. 

Figure 3. 2. Percentage of persons 5 - 34 years of age who are currently attending school by sex and 
age, Timor-Leste 2015 

 

 
 

 

Figure 3.4 shows clearly that Timor-Leste has made important progress to get more young people into 
education. The figure shows the age-specific attendance ratios – for all levels of education together – as 
observed in the 2010 and 2015 population censuses. In the age group 5 – 12 years of age, school 
attendance is significantly higher in 2015 than in 2010.  Another age bracket which shows progress is 20 
– 24 years, with higher attendance ratios in 2015 than in 2010. Note that apparently in 2010 attendance 
ratios were a few percentage points higher after age 25. It is unclear what caused this difference. It is 
likely that this has more to do with age or education misreporting rather than with an actual trend.  

The school life expectancy is a simple measure that indicates how many years of education a child at a 
given age will receive during his/her lifetime, if the school attendance ratios would stay the same as at the 
time of the census. The school life expectancy is simply calculated by adding up all the age-specific 
attendance ratios from a certain age and up, as presented in Table 3.2. At age 5, the average child in 
Timor-Leste can expect to spend 15.2 years in school. The expectancy is higher for boys than for girls, 
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15.6 years against 14.8 years. In 2010, age-specific school attendance ratios implied a school life 
expectancy of 13.7 years at age 5. The 2015 census showed that school life expectancy at ages 10, 15 and 
18 years were 11.5, 7.1 and 4.7 years, respectively. For each age, young males had a somewhat higher 
value than young females.   

Figure 3. 3. Percentage of persons 5 - 34 years of age who are currently attending 
school by age, 2010 - 2015 

 

Table 3. 2 School life expectancies for specific ages by sex, Timor-Leste, 2015 

 
 

3.2. School attendance by level of education 
 

3.2.a. Pre-primary education (the very young) 
 

In the 2015 census, the school system was divided in five levels. The specific ages which correspond to 
the educational levels are the following: 

• Pre-primary school: 3-5 years 
• Primary school: 6-11 years (Cycles 1 and 2 of Basic Education) 
• Pre-secondary school: 12-14 years (Cycle 3 of Basic Education) 
• Secondary school: 15-17 years (Cycle 3 of Basic Education) 
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• Tertiary (Polytechnic / Diploma and University): 18-23 years  
 

In this report we divide children in pre-primary education in two groups, the very young (i.e. those 3 - 4 
years old) and the last year of pre-primary school (5 - 6 years), which is the preparation year for primary 
education.  

In practice, a large group of 3 and 4-year-old children are already attending pre-primary education. 
According to the 2015 population census, 9,873 children 3 and 4 years old were in pre-primary school. 
This constitutes 16.2 percent of all children of this age group. Somewhat more boys than girls are in 
school, 5,021 boys against 4,852 girls. However, there are significantly more boys than girls aged 3 or 4 
present in the country. This causes the percentage of young girls in pre-school to be higher than of young 
boys: 16.6 against 15.9 percent (Table 3.3). As can be expected attendance ratios for 4 year olds were 
higher than for 3 year olds.  

Table 3. 3 Children aged 3 and 4 years old in pre-primary education, 
Timor-Leste 2015 

 

One would expect that the percentage of 3 and 4 year old children in pre-primary education would be 
higher in urban than in rural areas as more facilities would be available. The census shows that this is not 
the case. According to the census, 12.7 percent of young children 3 and 4 years old were in pre-primary 
schools in urban areas, against 17.5 percent in rural areas.   

 
3.2.b. Pre-primary education (one year before the official primary entry age) 
 
Target 4.2 of the Sustainable Development Goals states that ‘By 2030, ensure that all girls and boys have 
access to quality early childhood development, care and pre-primary education so that they are ready for 
primary education’. For this reason, it is important to know the absolute and relative number of children 
in the population that follow pre-primary education. Also, in a population where a significant proportion 
of children are not enrolled in pre-primary education, it is important to identify who these children are. 
The Revised list of Global Sustainable Development Goal indicators (2017) suggests calculating 
‘Participation rate in organized learning (one year before the official primary entry age), by sex’, as an 
indicator for pre-primary education.   

Male Female Total
3 year old 16,586   15,276   31,862   
4 year old 15,083   13,956   29,039   
Total 31,669   29,232   60,901   

3 year old 2,224     2,141     4,365     
4 year old 2,797     2,711     5,508     
Total 5,021     4,852     9,873     

3 year old 13.4      14.0      13.7      
4 year old 18.5      19.4      19.0      
Total 15.9      16.6      16.2      

Total population

Number in pre-primary education

Prevalence rates
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According to the 2015 census, 18,436 children below the age of 9 were in pre-primary education, 9,324 
boys and 9,112 girls. Compared to 2010, when 15,620 children where in pre-primary education, a 
significant growth of 18.0 percent has taken place.   

Table 3.4 shows the adapted attendance ratios for pre-primary education. Among children 5 and 6 years 
old who were not in primary school and for whom educational level was reported, 45.9 percent attended 
pre-primary school. The ratio is slightly higher for girls than for boys (47.1 against 44.7 percent), with a 
gender parity index equal to 1.05. To standardize for differences in population structure of the appropriate 
age groups, the Gender Parity Index (GPI) is calculated by dividing the female attendance ratio by the 
male attendance ratio9.  Compared to the 2010 census, important progress has been made in pre-primary 
school attendance. At that moment, the net attendance ratio was equal to 31.1 percent (NSD, UNFPA, 
2012). The percentage of pre-primary age children not in school is an important indicator for the Global 
Out-of-School Children Initiative. Table 3.4 shows that 39.1 percent of all children 5 and 6 years old are 
not in either pre-school or primary school. Among 5 year old children this is 48.6 percent. Levels for girls 
are slightly lower than for boys.    

Table 3. 4 Pre-primary net attendance ratios (last year), Timor-Leste, 2015 

 
 
 

As so many young children miss out on pre-primary education, it is important to determine the 
characteristics of those who are participating and those who are not participating in pre-primary 
education. To do so, a logit regression was run among children 5 and 6 years old (who were either 
attending or not attending pre-primary education) in which the dependent variable indicated whether the 
child was attending pre-primary school (= 1) or not (= 0). Children in primary education were excluded 
from the analysis. Six explanatory variables were introduced in the regression model: sex, municipality, 
educational level of the head of the household in which the child lives, quality of the dwelling in which 
the household lives, urban/rural residency and migration status of the child. Municipality and 
urban/region residence both indicate regional differences in socio-economic development, cultural 
features and the availability of educational infrastructure. Quality of the dwelling is a variable which was 
developed based on the type of construction material used for the dwelling and could be seen as a proxy 
for the economic status of the household10. In constructing the quality of the dwelling indicator, each 
household received a score depending on the characteristics of the dwelling. As soon as all scores were 
given, households received a code ranging from 1 to 5 depending on which quintile of the quality 

                                                           
9 For a discussion on the Gender Parity Index, see the United Nations Statistical Division website: 
https://unstats.un.org/unsd/mdg/Metadata.aspx?IndicatorId=9 
10 The methodology to calculate the dwelling quality index is explained in the thematic 2010 census report on 
housing (NSD, UNFPA, 2012). A similar methodology was used in the 2015 census.   

Male Female Total
Gender 
parity

5 year old 49.1      51.6      50.3      1.1        
6 year old 35.3      36.8      36.0      1.0        
Total 44.7      47.1      45.9      1.1        

5 year old 49.7      30.4      40.3      1.6        
6 year old 47.4      28.0      37.9      1.7        
Total 48.6      29.2      39.1      1.7        

Attendance ratio

% not in school
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distribution their score was situated. Educational level of the head of the household is another indicator of 
the socio-economic position of the household and may also be linked to the value the parents attach to 
their child's education. For each variable, a reference category was chosen.  

In the logit regression, the regression coefficients are the natural logarithms of the odds ratios for each 
category of the explanatory variables. The larger the B-coefficient, the larger the effect of the explanatory 
variable on the logistic of the dependent variable, though this measure is hard to interpret. Therefore, the 
exponential function of the regression coefficients (Exp(B)) is normally calculated. This measure gives 
the odds ratio, i.e. the ratio of the probability of experiencing the event against the probability of not 
experiencing the event compared to the reference category. In this case, it is a measure of the likelihood 
that a child with a certain characteristic (e.g. being female) is attending pre-primary school, compared to a 
child belonging to the reference category (e.g. being male), after controlling for the other intervening 
factors in the regression model. Figure 3.5 presents the odds ratios generated by the logit regression. The 
reference categories for each explanatory variable have value ‘1’ and are depicted in green. Categories 
with high risk for children not attending school were depicted in red and those with medium risk where 
depicted in orange. A category was considered high risk when its relative risk was less than half of the 
reference category and medium risk when the relative risk was between .5 and .69 of the reference 
category. The other categories show the odds ratio compared to the reference category. If an odds ratio is 
larger than 1 it means that a child belonging to that category has a higher likelihood to be in pre-primary 
school than a child belonging to the reference category, and a lower likelihood if the odds ratio is smaller 
than 1. Note that no levels of significance were included in the analysis, as the data are taken from a 
population census data (i.e. the total population) and not a survey. 

Some interesting conclusions can be drawn from the results presented in Figure 3.5. After controlling for 
other variables in the equation, girls have slightly higher odds (1.046) to be attending pre-primary school 
than boys. Aileu, which is the reference municipality has the highest participation of young children in 
pre-primary school. Children from Oecussi have the lowest odds (.384). One would expect Dili to score 
high, but apparently after controlling for the other variables, children’s likelihood to attend pre-primary 
school are about half than in Aileu (.506). Education of the head of the household in which the child 
resides is an important discriminating factor. Children with a head of household with a university 
education are more than two times more likely to go to pre-primary school than children whose head 
never went to school. Generally, the higher the education of the head, the better the child's chances to be 
in school, with the exception if the head had finished only pre-primary and non-formal education. 
However, these were only a few cases, which may have distorted the results due to small number 
variability. The quality of the dwelling where the child lives is an important determining factor for the 
school-going behavior of the child. The lower the quality of the dwelling, the lower the likelihood for a 
child to be in pre-primary education. Children living in dwellings of the lowest quality have less than half 
the likelihood of being in pre-preliminary education than children living in dwellings of the highest 
quality. These results show that at least in this case, the quality of the dwelling may be an adequate proxy 
for the poverty status of the household. Almost no difference exists between urban and rural areas once 
other intervening factors are controlled for. Children who have ever migrated in their lives, have a slightly 
higher chance to be in pre-primary school. It is difficult to explain what may be the reason for this trend, 
but perhaps a migrant household may attach more value to education as a way for social and economic 
emancipation.  
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Figure 3. 4 Relative risk ratios for children 5 - 6 years old of attending pre-primary school 
education, Timor-Leste, 2015 

 
 

Color Code: Green = reference category, Red = high risk not attending pre-primary school 
(Relative risk < .5), Orange = medium risk not attending pre-primary school (RR > .5 and < .70), 
Green with red stripe = reference category where there is a high risk of not attending primary 
school, Blue = neutral. 
 
3.2.c. Primary education 
 

Attendance ratios are among the most important indicators to measure a country’s social and economic 
development. Target 4.1 of the 2030 Sustainable Development Agenda states: ‘By 2030, ensure that all 
girls and boys complete free, equitable and quality primary and secondary education leading to relevant 
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and effective learning outcomes’. The indicator linked to this target is the sex-disaggregated participation 
rate of youth and adults in formal and non-formal education and training in the previous 12 months.  

In the census, the question was asked what the highest level of education was that the respondent reached, 
not the level the respondent was attending. The level of education reached therefore refers to the previous 
school year, not the current. Because of the way the question was asked, the normal age-bracket for 
primary education (6 – 11 years) cannot be used as information is provided about the situation about a 
year back. Therefore, to calculate the attendance ratios the age-bracket 7 – 12 years was used. Out of a 
total population of 190,375 children in the age bracket 7 – 12 years for whom education status was 
known, 153,813 indicated in the census they were in primary education: 79,548 boys and 74,265 girls. 
Among persons of all ages, 213,586 were in primary education, which is about 16 percent of the total 
population of Timor-Leste. In 2010, the total number in primary school was 195,852 accounting for 22 
percent of the population. Primary education in Timor-Leste is divided in 2 cycles of each three years. Of 
all 205254 persons in primary school for whom the class was in 1 to 6, 113,035 (55.1 percent) indicated 
they were in cycle 1 and 922,219 (54.9 percent) they were in cycle 2.  

Table 3. 5 Net attendance ratios (NAR) and gross attendance ratios (GAR) primary school by sex, 
background characteristic, Timor-Leste, 2015 

 

Background 
characteristic

Male Female Total
Gender 
parity 
index

Male Female Total
Gender 
parity 
index

Total 80.6 81.0 80.8 1.00 126.0 120.2 123.2 0.95

Residence
Urban 84.4 84.3 84.3 1.00 113.6 109.2 111.5 0.96
Rural 79.4 79.9 79.6 1.01 130.3 124.1 127.3 0.95

Municipality
Aileu 84.6 84.3 84.5 1.00 134.5 124.8 129.8 0.93
Ainaro 77.0 77.1 77.1 1.00 120.0 117.2 118.6 0.98
Baucau 81.9 82.4 82.1 1.01 124.2 118.4 121.4 0.95
Bobonaro 79.8 81.3 80.5 1.02 127.1 120.2 123.7 0.95
Covalima 83.0 83.2 83.0 1.00 125.1 116.9 121.1 0.93
Dili 83.9 84.6 84.2 1.01 113.2 109.5 111.4 0.97
Ermera 72.7 71.6 72.2 0.98 139.3 130.0 134.7 0.93
Lautem 86.4 85.8 86.1 0.99 127.9 120.2 124.2 0.94
Liquiça 77.0 76.8 76.9 1.00 135.7 127.6 131.8 0.94
Manatuto 80.9 81.3 81.1 1.01 131.1 129.3 130.2 0.99
Manufahi 83.5 86.0 84.7 1.03 126.1 119.9 123.1 0.95
Oecussi 76.6 78.4 77.5 1.02 134.8 132.2 133.5 0.98
Viqueque 81.3 81.9 81.6 1.01 124.7 119.9 122.5 0.96

Gross attendance ratio

Primary school

Net attendance ratio
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Table 3.5 presents the net and gross attendance ratios (NAR) by sex, urban/rural residence and by 
municipality, together with the gender parity indices. According to the census, the net attendance ratio 
stood at 80.8 percent. The attendance ratio was about the same for boys (80.6) and girls (81.0). The net 
attendance ratio observed in the 2016 Timor-Leste Demographic Health Survey (DHS) was found to be 
86.2 percent, which is slightly higher than in the census. However, one should take into account that the 
DHS asked for the current status of school attendance, while the census asked for the level reached (GDS 
& ICF, 2017, 2017). The EMIS for 2015 showed a net enrollment rate of 87.95 percent. This is 
considerably higher than the attendance ratio obtained from the census. The EMIS, however, deals with 
student enrollment while the census deals with attendance of reached education from the previous school 
year, which can be expected to be lower. Compared to the previous census, primary school attendance has 
increased significantly. In 2010, the net attendance ratio for primary school was 71.2 percent for boys, 
72.1 percent for girls and 71.6 percent for both sexes. 

The fact that a child is not in primary school between the age of 7 and 12 does not mean he/she is not in 
school as they can still be in pre-primary or already in pre-secondary. Therefore, to calculate the primary-
age children (7 – 12 years in this case), one must take children in pre-primary and pre-secondary into 
account. The indicator suggested by the Global Out of School Initiative is the ‘Out-of-school rate for 
children of primary school age’. In the case of Timor-Leste, this is 15.7 percent for boys, 14.8 percent for 
girls and 15.3 percent for both sexes together.  

The net attendance ratio in primary school is higher in urban than in rural areas: 84.3 against 79.6 percent. 
The municipality with the lowest net attendance ratio is Ermera where less than three out of 4 are in 
primary education (72.2 percent). In 2010, Ermera also had the lowest attendance ratio. At that time, the 
NAR was only 58.2 percent, which means that also in the areas with lowest attendance important progress 
has been made during the last few years. The highest NAR is in Lautem (86.1), Manufahi (84.7) and 
Alieu (84.5). Dili follows closely behind with a NAR of 84.2 percent.  

The gross attendance ratio (GAR) for primary education links the total number of students in primary 
school, regardless of age, to the age group 7 to 12. While in 2010, the gross attendance ratio stood at 
108.9 percent, in 2015 it was 123.2 percent. This is somewhat higher than the GAR of 116.8 percent in 
the 2016 DHS, though as mentioned before, a different definition was used. On the other hand, the gross 
enrollment rate in the 2015 EMIS was about the same (122.3 percent, 211.0 for boys and 123.6 for girls), 
although the definition here was also different from the census definition.  

The gender parity indexes for the NAR are all hovering around 1.0 which means that boys and girls are 
attending primary education at an almost equal rate. However, for the GAR for all groups the gender 
parity index is slightly below one, indicating that more males than females outside the normal primary 
age bracket are still in primary education. The reason behind this trend remains unclear.  

Figure 3.6 depicts the age-distribution of boys and girls who were in primary education. Note that during 
the data editing persons who were 15 years and older are not shown in the graph. Other information on 
the census indicated that in many cases these persons were either employed and wrongly classified as still 
in primary school or were in a higher grade than would be possible if they were still in primary education. 
The pyramid clearly shows that many children do not enroll in the primary school system at the 
appropriate age. Children at the age of 7, have much lower numbers of children in primary education 
compared to those at age 9 and 10, which is the age group with the highest number. The fact that far less 
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children at age 11 than at age 10 are present in school illustrates that more than just a few children drop 
out of school during the last years of primary education.  

 

Figure 3. 5. Students in primary school by age and sex, Timor-Leste, 2015 

  
 

Figure 3.7 illustrates the primary school attendance of Timor-Leste in comparison to the net enrollment 
rates of other Southeast Asian nations11. The figure clearly shows that Timor-Leste still has one of the 
lower net enrollment rates of the region. Malaysia has the highest school enrollment in the region (98.1 
percent), followed by Viet Nam (98.0 percent) and the Philippines (96.0 percent). Note that this figure 
gives a rather crude comparison between the countries, as enrollment is shown for the other countries, 
while attendance is shown for Timor-Leste.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
11 World Bank (citing: United Nations Educational, Scientific, and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) Institute for 
Statistics.). Information was obtained from website: http://world-statistics.org/index-
res.php?code=SE.PRM.NENR?name=School%20enrollment,%20primary%20(%%20net)#top-result 
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Figure 3. 6. Net enrollment rates for countries in Southeast Asia, 2013 – 201512 

 

An important group consists of children who have never attended school. Figure 3.8 shows the number of 
girls and boys aged 6 to 14 who have never attended school. A total of 31,440 children, 16,713 boys and 
14,727 girls, were enumerated in the census in this age group who had never been to school. This 
constitutes 11.3 percent of all children between 6 and 14 years old. The non-attendance of boys in 
primary education is slightly higher than for girls, 11.7 percent against 11.0 percent. The graph shows that 
a large group of children who had never been to school are 6 years old. For this group, one should take 
into account that the census asked about the level of education reached, which refers to the school year 
before the census when many of these children were still in pre-primary education. The graph shows that 
many children at younger age groups enter the school system later than the appropriate age. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
12 No data were available in the database for Singapore and Brunei.  
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Figure 3. 7. Persons aged 6 - 14 years old, who have never attended school by sex by age and sex, 
Timor-Leste,2015 

 

 

3.2.d. Pre-secondary education 
 
According to Timor-Leste's education policy, it is compulsory that upon completion of primary school 
children continue with pre-secondary. Pre-secondary education comprises grades 7 until 9. Before 2011, 
the education system comprised of six years of primary education, three years of pre-secondary and three 
years of secondary education. This was changed to a system with two components: a basic education of 
nine years and secondary education comprising three years. Subsequently, the nine years of basic 
education were made compulsory. Impressive progress was made in the field of education infrastructure 
at the level of pre-secondary education, , which comprises Cycle 3 of basic education. Between 2000 and 
2010, the number of pre-secondary schools increased from 97 to 245 and the number of pre-secondary 
teachers from 65 to 2,411 (Ministry of education, 2011).  
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Table 3. 6 Net attendance ratios (NAR) and gross attendance ratios (GAR) pre-secondary school by 

background characteristic and sex, Timor-Leste, 2015 

  
 

In 2015, the net-attendance ratio for pre-secondary school stood at 44.2 percent. According to the 2015 
census, a total of 77,982 persons were attending pre-secondary education, 38,915 males and 39,067 
females. Because of the retrospective question of the census on the highest level reached and not current 
attendance, the age-bracket for pre-secondary education was taken as 13 – 15 years of age. In this age 
group, 38,565 persons were in pre-secondary school (17,856 males and 20,709 females), which is only 
about half of the total pre-secondary school population.  

Attendance ratios for pre-secondary education are presented in Table 3.6. The NAR was significantly 
higher for females than for males: 48.4 percent against 40.1 percent. This difference led to a gender parity 
of 1.21. The fact that the GPI is so much higher for pre-secondary education than for primary education is 
an important indication that girls have a higher chance than boys of being in pre-secondary school at the 
appropriate age.  

A large difference exists between the NARs for urban and rural areas. While the net attendance ratio was 
63.8 percent in urban areas, it was only 37.0 percent in rural areas. Gender parity was much more equal in 
urban areas (1.13) than in rural areas (1.24), but still showed a bias against boys.    

Compared to the 2010 census, strong progress has been made. In five years, the NAR almost doubled 
from 23.7 percent to the current 44.2 percent. Among all municipalities, Dili clearly stands out with the 

Background 
characteristic

Male Female Total
Gender 
parity

Male Female Total
Gender 
parity

Total 40.1 48.4 44.2 1.21 82.0 84.6 83.3 1.03

Residence
Urban 59.9 67.6 63.8 1.13 103.1 102.9 103.0 1.00
Rural 33.1 41.1 37.0 1.24 74.5 77.7 76.1 1.04

Municipality
Aileu 35.2 46.7 40.8 1.33 85.5 89.2 87.3 1.04
Ainaro 42.4 49.6 46.0 1.17 86.4 84.8 85.6 0.98
Baucau 38.3 49.7 43.9 1.30 80.4 86.2 83.3 1.07
Bobonaro 33.6 43.0 38.2 1.28 66.7 74.5 70.5 1.12
Covalima 42.0 53.9 47.8 1.28 83.6 89.4 86.4 1.07
Dili 60.3 66.8 63.5 1.11 102.4 99.9 101.2 0.97
Ermera 30.4 35.1 32.7 1.16 75.4 75.3 75.4 1.00
Lautem 38.8 50.5 44.4 1.30 78.4 90.1 84.1 1.15
Liquiça 29.0 37.2 32.9 1.28 73.0 75.2 74.0 1.03
Manatuto 26.1 28.7 27.3 1.10 75.7 68.6 72.2 0.91
Manufahi 43.0 53.7 48.2 1.25 86.5 94.0 90.2 1.09
Oecussi 25.1 31.0 28.0 1.24 61.0 62.2 61.6 1.02
Viqueque 41.1 48.3 44.6 1.17 79.7 84.5 82.0 1.06

Net attendance ratio Gross attendance ratio

Pre-secondary school
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highest NAR. In Dili municipality, 63.5 percent of all persons 13 to 15 years could be found in pre-
secondary education. This is more than two times higher than the two municipalities with the lowest 
NAR: Manatuto (27.3 percent) and Oecussi (28.0). Manufahi is the municipality which scores highest 
after Dili (48.2), but still has a NAR which is 15 percentage points lower.  

The fact that the gross attendance ratio (83.3 percent) is so much higher than the net attendance ratio 
clearly indicates that a large proportion of students are older than the normal age of being in pre-
secondary education. This trend is highest in Dili municipality, where the GAR is higher than 100, which 
means that actually more students are in pre-secondary school than the population aged 13 – 15 years old. 
It is interesting to see that the gender parity index based on the GAR is much lower than the one based on 
the NAR. The census NAR is more or less in line with the NER provided in the national Education 
Management Information System, where it was reported that of all children 12 – 14 years old, 43.65 
percent were enrolled in pre-secondary education. A comparison with the DHS was not possible, as it 
does not make a distinction between pre-secondary and secondary education.  

The fact that 44.2 percent of all persons 13 – 15 years old are attending pre-secondary school does not 
mean that all others are no longer in school. Out of 87,315 persons in the age group 13 to 15 years old, 
6,570 never attended school while 74,924 are still in school (85.8 percent). The percentage of young 
persons of pre-secondary school-age who are out of school are 14.3 percent of boys, 13.3 percent of girls 
and 13.8 percent of both sexes. Figure 3.9 shows that for persons 13 to 15 years in school, 51.5 percent 
are in pre-secondary school, but 44.3 percent are still in primary education. For 3.7 percent it was unclear 
what their educational level was. This result shows again that many of Timor-Leste’s children and youth 
are overaged within the level of education they are attending. This is an important aspect to be dealt with 
in education policy and planning. 

Figure 3. 8. Percentage of population 13 - 15 years old, who are still in school by educational level, 
Timor-Leste, 2015 

 

Figure 3.10 shows the high variation in age at the pre-secondary level. The largest group of young people 
in pre-secondary education are 15 years old. Although the appropriate age for pre-secondary education is 
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12 to 14, only very few children aged 12 were recorded as being in pre-secondary. This, again has 
partially to do with the way information about educational attendance was asked in the census, referring 
to highest education reached rather than educational attendance at the time of the census. The age-
pyramid shows that from age 12 to 15, the number of female students is higher than the number of male 
students. After age 15 however, for each age more males than females are attending pre-secondary 
education.  

Figure 3. 9. Students in pre-secondary school by age and sex, Timor-Leste, 2015 

 
 

 3.2.e. Secondary education 
 

In 1975, Timor-Leste counted only two Secondary General Schools, one Technical-Vocational School, a 
Teacher Training College and two training schools (for teachers of sport and agriculture). Since then, 
great progress has been made, both in educational infrastructure and with the number of teachers 
(Ministry of Education, 2011). In 2015, there were 106 secondary schools, 61 public and 45 private 
(EMIS, 2015). Out of this total, 26 were located in Dili municipality while four municipalities (Ainaro, 
Lautern, Manatuto and Oecusse) had only four secondary schools each. During the same year, 2,087 
teachers were active in secondary education. Secondary Education is divided into General Secondary and 
Technical-Vocational. 

During the 2015 census, 61,139 persons were enumerated who indicated they were following a secondary 
education, of which 31,652 males and 29,487 females. Although the appropriate age for secondary 
education is 15 to 17, in this analysis age 16 – 18 is used, again because of the particular way the census 
questions were posed (retrospective rather than current). In this age bracket, 26,083 persons were in 
secondary school, of which 12,144 males and 13,939 females.  
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The net attendance ratio of secondary school currently stands at 32.8 percent, with a higher percentage for 
females (35.9 percent) than for males (29.9 percent) (see Table 3.7). This higher NAR results in a gender 
parity index of 1.20. It is difficult to ascertain what exactly causes the disparity between males and 
females in secondary education attendance. The assessment report by the Ministry of Education (2015), 
under auspices of UNESCO, assumes that the higher attendance of female students is most likely caused 
by the higher repetition rate of boys in the lower education levels. In addition, male students have the 
tendency to enter secondary education at a slightly lower rate than female students. The NAR on the basis 
of the census is slightly higher than the NER for secondary education from the EMI (28.8 percent for both 
sexes; 24.7 percent for males and 33.2 percent for females). 

  
 
Table 3. 7 Net attendance ratios (NAR) and gross attendance ratios (GAR) secondary school by sex, 

background characteristic and the Gender Parity Index (GPI), by background characteristics,       
Timor-Leste, 2015 

 
 

Gross attendance ratios for secondary education are more than twice as high as net attendance ratios, 
indicating that a large portion of secondary students fall outside the bracket of appropriate ages. The GAR 
based on the 2015 census equals 76.3 percent. It is interesting that the GPI based on the GAR, is below 

Background 
characteristic

Male Female Total
Gender 
parity

Male Female Total
Gender 
parity

Total 29.9 35.9 32.8 1.20 77.1 75.5 76.3 0.98

Residence
Urban 50.4 57.9 54.2 1.15 124.3 117.0 120.6 0.94
Rural 20.1 24.2 22.1 1.21 54.6 53.5 54.0 0.98

Municipality
Aileu 23.0 32.3 27.4 1.41 66.4 70.8 68.5 1.07
Ainaro 27.8 32.8 30.2 1.18 57.4 58.1 57.7 1.01
Baucau 28.7 36.2 32.4 1.26 72.5 74.3 73.3 1.02
Bobonaro 22.8 27.8 25.2 1.22 54.0 55.3 54.6 1.02
Covalima 27.5 36.7 31.8 1.34 61.5 68.4 64.7 1.11
Dili 50.8 57.9 54.4 1.14 135.9 126.7 131.3 0.93
Ermera 18.0 19.4 18.7 1.07 48.0 43.5 45.8 0.91
Lautem 27.6 34.6 31.0 1.25 65.2 70.3 67.7 1.08
Liquiça 19.2 25.4 22.2 1.32 56.8 57.2 57.0 1.01
Manatuto 12.9 16.4 14.5 1.27 42.7 44.7 43.6 1.05
Manufahi 28.4 35.4 31.8 1.25 65.2 61.8 63.5 0.95
Oecussi 19.2 21.4 20.3 1.12 63.1 51.8 57.5 0.82
Viqueque 25.4 28.8 27.0 1.13 58.8 55.1 57.0 0.94

Net attendance ratio Gross attendance ratio

Secondary school
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one (.98), indicating that overall, males have a somewhat higher gross attendance ratio (77.1) than 
females (75.5). This finding may be further proof that the higher gender parity in the NAR may indeed be 
due to a higher repetition rate of male students. Also in the 2010 census, the same differences in GPI’s 
based on the net and gross attendance ratios were observed, suggesting that this is not a recent trend.  

Large differences remain between rural and urban residence in terms of attendance of secondary school. 
The NAR for urban areas is 54.2 percent against only 22.1 percent in rural areas. Similar differences exist 
in the GAR between both places of residence. Equally, strong differences exist between the country’s 
municipalities. While the NAR is 54.4 percent in Dili municipality, it is only 14.5 percent in Manatuto, 
18.7 percent in Ermera and 20.3 percent in Oecussi. Also, the GPI based on the net attendance ratio is 
quite different between the various municipalities: in Alieu the GPI is 1.41 while it is only 1.07 in 
Ermera. Note, however, that all GPIs for municipalities are greater than one, indicating a favorable 
position for girls.    

The low net attendance ratio does not mean that the rest of young persons between the ages of 16 to 18 
years old are out of school. Among the 79,475 persons in this age group, 7,836 never attended school (9.9 
percent) and 10,646 attended school before or had left school prematurely (13.4 percent). Figure 3.11 
shows the distribution of person 16 – 18 years old by educational level who were still in school at the 
time of the census. Among this group, 43.3 were attending a secondary school, while 40.7 percent were in 
pre-secondary. No less than 13.9 percent were still in primary school. The percentage of young females in 
secondary education seems to be more in line with their age. Roughly 47.5 percent of school-going young 
females aged 16 – 18 are in secondary school compared to 39.3 percent of young males. Furthermore, 
11.6 percent of young females were still in primary school against 16.0 percent of young males.  

 

Figure 3. 10. Percentage of population 16 - 18 years old, who are still in school by educational level, 
Timor-Leste, 2015 
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The age distribution in Figure 3.12 shows just how many young persons are attending secondary 
education outside the normal age bracket. Among the 57,961 persons 15 – 34 years old in 
secondary school, 31,841(54.9 percent) are older than 18 years old when in fact they should 
already have finished secondary education. Only 26,120 (45.1 percent) are in secondary school at 
the appropriate age. Again, as was the case with pre-secondary education, more females than 
males are in school at the appropriate age and more males than females are present for the ages 
beyond the appropriate age bracket. In the age group 15 – 18 years, the number of females per 100 
males, who are attending secondary school, is 114.7, while only 81.1 females per 100 males are 
attending secondary school in the age group 19 – 34 years of age.  
 

Figure 3. 11. Students in secondary school by age and sex, Timor-Leste, 2015 

 
 
 

3.2.f. Tertiary education 
 
The total population in the 2015 census following a tertiary education was equal to 38,395 persons, of 
which 21,035 males and 17,360 females. Timor-Leste’s tertiary education system consists of two separate 
entities: polytechnic / diploma and university. The census collected information on both types of tertiary 
education: 1,760 persons were recorded as following a polytechnic / diploma education and 36,635 were 
engaged in university studies. For the remainder of this chapter, both categories will be looked at 
together. 

The majority of students (25,597, i.e. 66.7 percent) are residing in Dili municipality. This should not 
come as a surprise, as tertiary education is heavily concentrated in the capital. Because of this, tertiary 
education is highly related to internal migration within the country. Among all 38,395 persons in tertiary 
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education, 9,985 (26.0 percent) indicated they had moved for educational reasons. Out of the total 25,597 
students in post-secondary education in Dili, 15,061 were life-time migrants to Dili municipality.  

Calculating attendance ratios for tertiary education is not as straightforward as for primary or secondary 
education as the appropriate age groups are less straightforward. Some tertiary educations, such as for a 
medical specialization or PhD program, may take many years to complete. The calculation of the 
attendance ratio for tertiary education is normally restricted to the total population of 18 – 23 years, 
however, because of the retrospective way the census question was posed, the age group 19 – 24 will be 
looked at.  

The net attendance ratio for tertiary education equals 16.3 percent. This is considerably higher than in 
2010, when the NAR was 6.7 percent. The NAR for males and females was almost the same: 16.2 percent 
for males and 16.4 percent for females. As tertiary educational institutes are situated in urban areas, the 
NAR is much higher in these areas compared to rural areas (29.4 against 7.1 percent).  

Table 3. 8 Net attendance ratios (NAR) and gross attendance ratios (GAR) tertiary education by 
sex, background characteristic and the Gender Parity Index (GPI), according to background 

characteristics, Timor-Leste, 2015 

 
 

Backgro
und 

character
istic

Male Female Total
Gender 
parity

Male Female Total
Gender 
parity

Total 16.2 16.4 16.3 1.01 34.0 27.2 30.5 0.80

Residence
Urban 28.2 30.7 29.4 1.09 55.8 49.5 52.7 0.89
Rural 7.5 6.7 7.1 0.89 18.2 12.0 15.0 0.66

Municipality
Aileu 7.2 8.0 7.6 1.12 19.3 16.4 17.9 0.85
Ainaro 6.6 6.5 6.6 0.98 15.4 11.9 13.6 0.77
Baucau 10.7 11.4 11.1 1.06 25.1 19.8 22.4 0.79
Bobonaro 5.5 6.0 5.8 1.10 15.2 10.9 13.0 0.72
Covalima 8.0 8.4 8.2 1.05 17.1 12.5 14.8 0.73
Dili 31.3 33.9 32.6 1.08 61.1 54.1 57.6 0.88
Ermera 8.0 5.1 6.5 0.64 18.9 10.1 14.3 0.53
Lautem 9.5 9.4 9.5 0.99 20.2 15.8 18.0 0.78
Liquiça 6.3 5.2 5.7 0.82 16.7 9.5 12.9 0.57
Manatuto 4.8 4.9 4.8 1.02 12.2 9.0 10.6 0.74
Manufahi 6.7 6.3 6.5 0.94 15.1 10.8 13.0 0.71
Oecussi 7.3 5.5 6.3 0.75 21.1 11.4 16.0 0.54
Viqueque 7.7 6.8 7.2 0.89 20.9 13.3 16.8 0.64

Net attendance ratio Gross attendance ratio

Tertiary education
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As so many young persons moved to Dili to pursue higher education, both the net and gross 
attendance ratios are much higher in Dili than in the other municipalities. Almost one third of all 
youngsters 19 – 24 year old in Dili are attending tertiary education. The municipality with the 
second highest attendance ratio is in Baucau, the location of the second largest urban centre, with 
a NAR of 11.1 and a GAR of 22.4 percent. Again, the gender parity index based on the GAR is 
considerably lower than the one based on the NAR. This shows that, although young female 
students attend higher education at the same ratio as their male counterparts during the ‘normal’ 
ages, males in general outnumber females. This is caused by the fact that many more males than 
females are over-aged in higher education.  
 
The fact that male students in higher education are more over-age than female students is 
illustrated by the age-pyramid of students in tertiary education (Figure 3.13). Among all students 
in tertiary education, 60.4 percent of all females are in the age-bracket 19-24, against 47.6 percent 
of males 

 
Figure 3. 12. Students in tertiary education by age and sex, Timor-Leste, 2015 
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Chapter 4. Literacy and language 
 

According to the Principles and Recommendations for Population and Housing Censuses published by the 
United Nations (2008), a literate person is defined as someone who can both read and write, with 
understanding, a short simple statement on his/her everyday life. Literacy may be in any written language. 

Literacy is a powerful indicator of a country’s social and economic development and is a key target of the 
2030 Sustainable Development Goals. Target 4.7 is linked to SDG 4 (Ensure inclusive and equitable 
quality education and promote lifelong learning opportunities for all) and states that ‘By 2030, ensure that 
all youth and a substantial proportion of adults, both men and women, achieve literacy and numeracy’13. 
To monitor progress for this target, the Inter-Agency and Expert Group on SDG Indicators (IAEG-SDGs) 
suggested indicator 4.6.1: Proportion of population in a given age group achieving at least a fixed level of 
proficiency in functional (a) literacy and (b) numeracy skills, by sex. Based on the 2015 census part (a) of 
this indicator can be calculated, but no information on part (b) is available.  

4.1. Literacy by language 
 
In the 2015 Timor-Leste Population and Housing Census, literacy was measured for the four working 
languages used in the country: Tetun, Portuguese, Bahasa Indonesia and English. In principle, a person 
who is literate in one of the four languages can be considered as being literate. The approach taken in the 
census bears a minor disadvantage, that is persons may be literate but not in one of the four working 
languages (e.g. Chinese). It can be expected that the bias because of this will be minor, however. 
Information on knowledge and use of the working languages in the country is essential for the 
determination of educational policy. In the census, the following question was asked to all persons 5 years 
of age and older: ‘Can (Name) speak, read or write in…… language? The possible answer categories 
were: ‘1. Do not speak, read or write’, ‘2. Speak only’, ‘3. Read only’, ‘4. Speak and read only’ and ‘5. 
Speak, read and write’. A person was considered literate in a language if he/she could speak, read and 
write in the language. As is most often the case in censuses, for practical reasons, the Timor-Leste census 
used self-assessment questions to determine a person’s literacy status.   
 
Table 4.1 presents the results of the four questions asked about literacy by language, for persons 5 years 
of age and older for the 2015 and 2010 censuses. From the results it is clear that Timor-Leste is a multi-
lingual society and that literacy by language is improving quite rapidly. In 2010, 53.4 percent of persons 5 
years of age and older could read and write in Tetun. In 5 years’ time, this increased to 62.5 percent. The 
number of persons who can speak, read and write in Tetun has increased dramatically from 481,578 to 
642,986. The percentage of people who were not able to speak, read or write Tetun decreased from 12.7 
percent to 8.2 percent. Literacy in Portuguese and English is also increasing rapidly; literacy in 
Portuguese increased from 23.6 to 30.8 percent (7.2 percentage point increase) and English from 11.5 to 
15.6 percent (4.1 percentage point increase). Bahasa Indonesia is the only language for which literacy has 
remained quite constant at around 36 percent. Despite this levelling-off of literacy in Bahasa Indonesia, it 
remains the second most used language next to Tetun.  

The changes in literacy between the four working languages is highly correlated with age. Figure 4.1 
shows the percentage of persons literate in each of the four main languages, by age. For all age groups, 
Tetun is the language with the highest literacy rate. Literacy for Tetun is highest between ages 15 and 19;  

                                                           
13 To learn more about the2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, visit website: 
https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/post2015/transformingourworld 
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Table 4. 1 Total population aged 5 and above by ability to speak, read and write by language, 
Timor-Leste 2010 – 2015 

 
 

Figure 4. 1. Percentage of persons literate in particular language, by age, Timor-Leste, 2015 

 

Percent of total 
population 

Total population 
numbers

Percent of 
total 

population 

Total 
population 
numbers

Do not speak, read or write 8.2 84,882                   Do not speak, read or write 12.7 115,000            

Speak only 25.7 264,922                 Speak only 30.5 274,641            

Read only 2.2 23,007                   Read only 2.4 21,413              

Speak and read only 1.3 13,739                   Speak and read only 1.0 8,695                

 Speak, read and write 62.5 642,986                  Speak, read and write 53.4 481,578            

Total 100.0 1,029,536              Total 100.0 901,327            

Do not speak, read or write 39.3 404,992                 Do not speak, read or write 49.5 446,108            

Speak only 3.1 31,979                   Speak only 4.1 36,597              

Read only 24.5 251,750                 Read only 20.9 188,765            

Speak and read only 2.4 24,229                   Speak and read only 1.9 17,103              

 Speak, read and write 30.8 316,586                  Speak, read and write 23.6 212,754            

Total 100.0 1,029,536              Total 100.0 901,327            

Do not speak, read or write 38.0 391,025                 Do not speak, read or write 44.6 401,937            

Speak only 6.2 63,767                   Speak only 7.2 64,676              

Read only 17.6 180,973                 Read only 11.2 101,185            

Speak and read only 1.7 17,261                   Speak and read only 1.0 8,793                

 Speak, read and write 36.6 376,510                  Speak, read and write 36.0 324,736            

Total 100.0 1,029,536              Total 100.0 901,327            

Do not speak, read or write 61.0 628,057                 Do not speak, read or write 68.6 618,204            

Speak only 1.9 19,925                   Speak only 2.5 22,602              

Read only 19.8 203,522                 Read only 16.1 144,901            

Speak and read only 1.7 17,845                   Speak and read only 1.3 11,940              

 Speak, read and write 15.6 160,187                  Speak, read and write 11.5 103,680            
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at that age 84.8 percent of people know how to speak, read and write Tetun. Illiteracy increases rapidly 
with age for all four languages. An interesting change can be observed in the age-specific literacy rates 
between Portuguese and Bahasa Indonesia. Literacy in Portuguese is higher between ages 15 and 24, but 
after age 25 many more people are proficient in Bahasa Indonesia than in Portuguese.  

Figure 4.2 shows that for each of the four working languages, literacy is lower for females than for males. 
While 65.0 percent of males 5 years of age and older know how to speak, read and write in Tetun, only 
59.9 percent of women do so.  

Figure 4. 2. Percentage of people aged 5 years and over who are literate in each particular language 
by sex, Timor-Leste 2015 

  
 
Figure 4. 3. Percentage of people aged 5 years and over who are literate in each particular language 

by urban/rural, Timor-Leste, 2015 
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Very large differences exist in literacy rates for all four languages between urban and rural residency. The 
literacy rate in Tetun is a full 30 percentage points lower in rural areas than in urban areas: 83.8 against 
53.5 percent. Among people in urban areas, literacy in Bahasa Indonesia is 60.8 percent, while only 26.4 
percent are able to speak, read and write the language in rural areas. Actually, a higher percentage of 
people in urban areas are literate in Bahasa Indonesia, than people are literate in Tetun in rural areas. Only 
about 10 percent of people in the rural areas are literate in English against 27.8 percent in urban areas.    
 
In a multi-lingual society it is particularly important to know how many people are literate in more than 
one language. Figure 4.4 depicts the percentages of persons 10 years of age and older, by literacy in the 
number of languages by urban/rural residency and sex. Of all persons, 10 years of age and older, 32.7 
percent cannot read or write in any of the four main languages, 18.2 percent are literate in one language, 
21.8 percent in two languages, 12.5 percent in three languages and 14.7 percent in four languages. Large 
differences exist between urban and rural areas. While 42.0 percent of people cannot read or write in any 
language in rural areas, this percentage is 11.5 percent in urban areas. At the other end of the spectrum, in 
rural areas 9.9 percent of people are literate in all four working languages versus 25.9 percent in urban 
areas. Also, some differences exist between male and females: 36.1 percent of females are unable to read 
and write in any of the four languages, against 29.4 percent of males. About 13.4 percent of females are 
literate in all four languages against 16.1 percent among males.  
 

Figure 4. 4. Percentage persons 10 years of age and older, by literacy in number of languages, by 
urban/rural and sex, Timor-Leste, 2015 

 
 

4.2. General characteristics of literacy 
 
In the census, a person is considered to be literate if he/she is able to read and write, with understanding, a 
short, simple sentence about one's everyday life in any of the four languages. Among all persons 10 years 
of age and older, 283,673 indicated in the 2015 census that they were illiterate. More women than men 
are illiterate: 155,499 versus 128,174. Compared to the 2010 census, the total number of illiterate persons 
has decreased. In 2010, 300,880 persons were illiterate, 136,359 males and 164,521 females. The literacy 
rate for all persons 10 years of age and over is 67.3 percent, with women having a lower literacy rate 
(63.9 percent) than men (70.6 percent). Illiteracy is highly correlated with age. Figure 4.5 shows a 
population pyramid with literacy status. The percentages outside the bars indicate the percentage of the 
sex/age group that is illiterate.  
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Figure 4. 5. Population 10 years of age and older by literacy status and sex, with age-specific 
illiteracy rates, Timor-Leste, 2015 

  
 

The population pyramid clearly shows the very high illiteracy levels of the past. More than half of all 
women above age 45 and more than half of all men above age 55 are illiterate. Just a small minority of 
older persons are literate. Between age 65 and 69 more than 90 percent of women and 80 percent of men 
are unable to read and write in any of the four working languages used in the country. Over the years, 
serious efforts have been made to combat illiteracy. However, even among young persons, more than just 
a few are unable to read or write. In the age group 15 – 19 years old, 14.4 percent of males and 14.0 
percent of females are illiterate.  

The Convention of the Rights of the Child defines a child as any person under 1814. As education is a 
human right, the percentage of children who are literate is an important indicator. As children under five 
are too young, the literacy rate for children 5 – 17 years old was calculated. According to the 2015 census, 
literacy in this group was 66.1 percent for boys and 68.1 percent for girls and 67.1 percent for both sexes. 
The literacy in this group is low because those in age-group 5 – 9 years have high illiteracy levels (55.9 
percent) 

Above age 20, in each five-year age group, illiteracy is considerably higher for females than for males.  
Figure 4.6 shows the GPI by age and is calculated by dividing the age-specific literacy rates of females by 
the corresponding literacy rates for males. One can see that at younger ages the GPI is almost equal to 
one, indicating almost equal levels of literacy for males and females. After age 20 the GPI drops below 1, 
when literacy becomes lower for females than for males. For each consequent age category, the GPI drops 
until age group 65 – 69 years. Women in this age group have almost 60 percent lower levels of literacy 

                                                           
14 Retrieved from: https://www.unicef.org/crc/files/Rights_overview.pdf 
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than their male counterparts. It is interesting that at older ages the GPI increases again. It is unclear what 
exactly causes this trend. It may be that a selection process is operating with better educated women 
living longer.    

Figure 4. 6. Gender parity index literacy by age, Timor-Leste, 2015 

 
 

About 10 percent of people 10 years of age and above who are illiterate are attending school (Table 4.2). 
and 14.2 percent indicated that at some point in their life they have attended school in the past. As can be 
expected, the vast majority (73.9 percent) never attended school.  
 

Table 4. 2 Education status and highest level attained by the illiterate populations 10 years and 
above by sex, Timor-Leste 2010 

 
 

The progress Timor-Leste has made in its fight against illiteracy is clearly illustrated in Figure 4.7 which 
shows age-specific literacy rates obtained in the latest three censuses (2004, 2010 and 2015). Impressive 
progress has been made for all age groups. This progress has the highest impact at the youngest age 
group. In 2004, among age group 10 – 14 years only 51.3 percent of youngsters were able to read and 
write, in 2010 the literacy rate had increased to 68.9 percent and in 2015 this stood at 80.2 percent. This is 
nearly 30 percentage points higher than 11 years prior. Furthermore, most people who are now, for 
instance in age group 20 – 24, were in 2004 more or less aged 10 –  14. Comparing age groups 10 years 
apart can show whether literacy fared among the same groups over time. Literacy among the group of 20 
– 24 year old, who were 10 – 14 years old in 2004, is now 82.5 percent, while it was only 51.3 percent for 
10 – 14 year old persons in 2004. This means that also after age 15 people who are unable to read and 
write are catching up at a later age. The same holds true to some extent for people at more advanced ages. 
For instance, people who are now 45 – 49 years old have a literacy rate of 53.1 percent, in 2004 the same 
group was 35 – 39 years old and at that time had a literacy rate of 47.8 percent, 5.3 percentage points 
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lower. For each age group, the literacy rates in 2015 are consistently higher than the 10 year younger age 
group shown in 2004. These results show the effect of the mass adult literacy campaigns that were 
organized after the country’s independence15. 
 

Figure 4. 7. Trends in literacy levels, 2004 - 2015, by 5-year age-groups, Timor-Leste 
        

 
 
 
The adult literacy rate (15+ years) is one of the most important indicators of a country’s social 
development. The Timor-Leste adult literacy rate stood at 64.4 percent, based on the 2015 census. Adult 
literacy is 68.7 percent for males and 60.2 percent for females. In 2010, the adult literacy rate was 57.8 
percent indicating significant progress in just five years. Large differences exist between rural and urban 
areas and between the various municipalities (Figure 4.8). The adult literacy rate is 87.8 percent in urban 
areas, but is just slightly above half (53.7 percent) in rural areas. Literacy is lowest in Oecussi were only 
45.9 percent of people can read and write in any of the four working languages. This is in stark contrast 
with Dili municipality where 88.8 percent of the population is literate. In Dili, the adult literacy rate is 
more than 20 percentage points higher than in the second highest municipality (Manufahi, 64.0 percent). 
In each municipality, the adult literacy rates for males are significantly higher than for females. The 
differences between both sexes is highest in Lautem where males score 13.1 percentage points higher than 
females (69.7 versus 56.6 percent).  
 
Even within municipalities there are important differences in adult literacy. Figure 4.9 depicts a thematic 
map with adult literacy rates by administrative post. The Administrative Post with the lowest adult 
literacy rate is Atsabe in Ermera municipality where only 35.7 percent of the population can read and 
write. The highest literacy can be found in Dom Aleixo in Dili municipality where 92.4 percent of the 
population 15 years of age and older is literate. Generally, literacy is lowest in the North-Western side of 
the country, together with Administrative Posts in more mountainous areas. Literacy is highest in 
Administrative Posts were important urban centers are situated.   
 
 
                                                           
15 For an overview of this campaign see for instance Boon, D.A.B (2014), Adult literacy education in a multilingual 
context: Teaching, learning and using written language in Timor-Leste Tilburg: Tilburg University  
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Figure 4. 8. Adult literacy rates (15 years and over) by urban/rural and municipality, by sex, 

Timor-Leste, 2015 

 
 
Despite the progress made in the last years, Timor-Leste still scores quite poorly compared to most other 
countries in Southeast Asia. Figure 4.10 shows a comparison between all countries in the region16. Out of 
the eleven countries in the region, seven have adult literacy rates well above 90 percent. Only the Lao 

                                                           
16 The data for Figure 4.10 are based on figures from the World Bank (citing: United Nations Educational, Scientific, 
and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) Institute for Statistics.) and retrieved from website: http://world-
statistics.org/index- 
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Figure 4. 9. Adult literacy rates (15 years and over) by urban/rural and administrative post, Timor-Leste, 2015 
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Figure 4. 10. Adult literacy rates in countries of Southeast Asia.17 

 
 
 

People’s Democratic Republic (LPDR) has lower adult literacy than Timor-Leste. According to data 
referring to 2011, 58.3 percent of the Laotian population 15 years of age and over could read and write. 
The adult literacy rate in Timor-Leste (64.4 percent) refers to 2015, but one has to keep in mind that in 
2010 it was 57.8 percent, which is lower than in Lao PDR. In between the high group and the two lowest 
countries are Cambodia (73.9 percent) and Myanmar (76.0 percent).      
 
 
4.3 Youth literacy 
 
Another indicator that is frequently used in international comparisons is the youth literacy rate, which is 
defined as the percentage of people ages 15-24 who can, with understanding, read and write a short, 
simple statement on their everyday life. Currently, the youth literacy rate stands at 84.4 percent. There is 
still a clear difference between urban and rural areas: 94.3 percent of youth in urban areas can read and 
write compared to 78.5 percent in rural areas. Very little difference exists between male and female youth 
literacy. The literacy rate for young males stands at 84.7 percent whilst it is 84.1 percent for young 
females.   
 
An international comparison shows that Timor-Leste still has a long way to go to catch up with the more 
affluent countries in the region but that its position is much closer to Myanmar and Cambodia. Myanmar 
has a youth literacy rate of 85.0 percent and Cambodia of 87.1 percent, just slightly higher than Timor-
Leste’s 84.4 percent. Singapore, Indonesia, Brunei Darussalam, Malaysia, Thailand, the Philippines and 
Vietnam all have reached a level of almost universal youth literacy. Still lagging behind is the Lao 
People’s Democratic Republic with only 72.1 percent youth literacy. However, one has to consider that 
the figure for Lao PDR refers to the situation in 2011 and that also there the situation may have improved.  

                                                           
17 Data for the different countries are retrieved from website: http://world-statistics.org/index-
res.php?code=SE.ADT.LITR.ZS?name=Literacy%20rate,%20adult%20total%20(%%20of%20people%20ages%2015%
20and%20above)#top-result and cite data from the United Nations Educational, Scientific, and Cultural 
Organization (UNESCO) Institute for Statistics. Information refers to different years: Lao People's Democratic 
Republic (2011), Cambodia (2011), Myanmar (2016), Thailand (2015), Malaysia (2010), Vietnam (2009), Brunei 
Darussalam (2010), Viet Nam (2009), Indonesia (2016), Philippines (2013), Singapore (2016).  
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Large regional differences exist in Timor-Leste with regards to youth literacy. Figure 4.12 presents a map 
with the youth literacy rates per Administrative Post. As was the case for adult literacy, youth literacy is 
lowest in the North-western side of the country and in Oecussi. Youth literacy is lowest in Passabe in 
Oecussi, where only 50.3 percent of young people between 15 and 24 years can read and write at least 
one of the four working languages. Nitibe, which is in the same municipality, only has a youth literacy 
rate of 57.9 percent. Some other Administrative Posts, mainly in Ainaro, Bobonaro and Ermera score very 
low with a youth literacy rate between 60 and 70 percent.    
 

Figure 4. 11. Youth literacy rates in countries of Southeast Asia. 

 
 

 
4.4.   Differentials in literacy   
 
To determine the differentials in adult literacy, a logit regression was applied to the data. The dependent 
variable in the regression equation was whether a person, 15 years of age or older, was literate in any of 
the four working languages included in the census. The dependent variable was then linked to the 
following explanatory variables: sex, municipality, quality of the dwelling in which the household lives, 
urban/rural residency and migration status of the person. The results of the logit regression are presented 
graphically. For each variable a reference category was chosen, which is shown in green and which has 
the value 1. The results are presented as odds ratios, comparing the literacy of someone belonging to the 
particular category, to a person belonging to the reference group. A value higher than one indicates that 
the person belonging to the category has higher odds to be literate than a person belonging to the 
reference category, and a value lower than one odds that are lower than the reference category.   
 
Figure 4.13 shows the relative risk (RR) ratios for adult persons (15+ years) to be literate, using 15-19 
year olds as the reference group. The figure shows the effect of age on levels of literacy. As age increases, 
the chances of persons being literate diminish rapidly. After controlling for other intervening factors, the 
odds for a person 25 – 29 years old are almost two times lower than for a person in the reference category 
15 – 19 years. A person who is 60 – 64 years old has 25 times lower odds to be illiterate. The RRs for age 
clearly show how difficult it was in the past for persons to get any form of education. The reference 
category for the variable ‘municipality’ is Aileu. After controlling for the other variables in the regression 
model, it shows that still very large differences exist. Literacy is lowest in Ermera (RR = .44) and Oecussi 
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(RR = .49) where a person's chance to be literate are more than two times smaller than in Aileu. Literacy 
is highest in Dili, even after controlling for other intervening factors: the odds ratio to be literate in Dili 
municipality is 25 percent higher than in Aileu. Once again, the quality of the dwelling the person lives 
in, as a proxy for the degree of poverty of the household, is an important differentiating factor. The poorer 
the quality of the dwelling he/she lives in, the lower his/her chances of being literate. A person who lives 
in a dwelling falling in the highest quality quintile, is more than 10 times more likely to be literate than a 
person in the lowest quality quintile. Persons living in rural areas are over two times less likely to be 
literate. The fact that women have much lower relative risk of being literate (RR = .58) shows the pattern 
of the past when more attention was paid to providing an education to boys than to girls. Finally, persons 
who are life-time migrants, are far more likely to be literate than those who have never moved in their 
lifetime (RR = .70).  
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Figure 4. 12. Youth literacy rates (15 years and over) by urban/rural and administrative post, Timor-Leste, 2015 
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Figure 4. 13. Relative risk ratios for persons 15 years of age and above of being literate, 
Timor-Leste, 2015 

  
Color Code: Green = reference category, Red = high risk for not being literate (Relative risk < .5), 
Orange = medium risk for not being literate (RR > .5 and < .70), Blue = neutral. 
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Chapter 5: Educational level  
 
In the census, the educational level was defined according to the classification used by the Ministry of 
Education and Culture. The level of education of a person was asked to the head of household, namely 
‘What was the highest level of education the person has reached?’ (question P.30). It should be clear that 
the question was not asked about completed level, if a person, for instance reached Grade 4 in primary 
education then the enumerator coded 2 for primary education. The fact whether a person completed the 
level indicated was then determined by the question ‘What is the highest education class or year that 
(Name) Completed?’ (question P.31). If a person was still in school, the enumerator was instructed to note 
down one year less than the current class the person was in. If the person left school upon completing a 
certain class, then the class was to be noted down.  
 
5.1. Persons with no education 
 
Assessing the educational attainment of the population in Timor-Leste, it is important to first look at the 
people who had never been to school. Table 5.1 shows the absolute number and the percentage of persons 
who had never been to school by broad age groups and sex.    
 

Table 5. 1 Population that has never been to school, by age and sex, Timor-Leste 2015 

 
 

Twenty-six percent of people aged 6 years and above never went to school. This accounts to 251,849 
persons in the country. This percentage is considerably smaller than the one observed in the 2010 census, 
when 33 percent of the population never went to school. Both in absolute and relative terms, the number 
of females who never attended school is considerably higher than the number of males: 140,963 (29.4 
percent) versus 110,886 (22.7 percent). In the previous chapter, it was noted that Timor-Leste has a very 
high illiteracy rates among older people. This is obviously closely connected to the fact that the majority 
of older persons never went to school. Above the age of 60 years, nearly three quarters of men and 88.2 
percent of women never attended school. These percentages are lower than in 2010, when 81 percent of 
male and 91 percent of female elderly never had been to school.  
 
 Figure 5.1 clearly shows that the majority of people who never attended school can be found in rural 
areas. Only 13,885 males and 18,112 females above the age of 6 years residing in urban areas have never 
attended school. In comparison, in rural areas this amounts to 97,001males and 122,851 females. The 
majority of uneducated people are among older persons in rural areas. Actually, there are more females 
older than 60 living in rural areas who never went to school, than all the people of all age groups who 
never attended school in urban areas.  
   
 
 

Age category

6-14 16,713         11.8 14,727    11.1 31,440    11.4
15-24 12,873         11.1 14,362    12.4 27,235    11.7
25-39 18,583         18.5 26,251    25.0 44,834    21.8
40-59 28,992         34.2 42,328    55.1 71,320    44.1
60 and above 33,725         74.1 43,295    88.2 77,020    81.4
Total 110,886       22.7 140,963  29.4 251,849  26.0
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Figure 5. 1. Population aged 6 and above who have never been to school by sex, age group and 
rural/urban location, Timor-Leste, 2015 

 
 

 
A more detailed regional division of the proportion of the population that never attended school is 
depicted in Figure 5.2. This shows the percentage of persons 6 years of age and older by 
municipality and sex. Large variations exist between Timor-Leste’s municipalities. The 
percentage of people who never went to school is lowest in Dili where 9.1 percent of males and 
12.3 percent of females never went to school. Ermera and Oecussi show the highest prevalence of 
both sexes without an education, with 38.9 and 38.6 percent never attending school, respectively. 
In each of the municipalities, the female percentage is considerably higher than the male 
percentage. The difference is greatest in Lautem where the female percentage of never having 
been to school is 49.3 percent higher than the male percentage. Oecussi has the smallest 
difference between both sexes, with a 16.3 higher female than male percentage of never having 
attended school.  
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Figure 5. 2. Percentage of persons 6 years of age and older, who never went to school by 
urban/rural and municipality, by sex, Timor-Leste, 2015 

 
 
 

Over the last 11 years, significant progress has been made in reducing the proportion of the 
population which has never attended school. In 2004, 49 percent of the population had never 
attended school, against 33 percent in 2010 and 26 percent in 2015. Data from 2004 were taken 
from the 2010 census report on education. This report used adjusted figures for 2004 as at that 
time more than 40 percent of people aged 6 and above had not stated their educational attainment 
and only 6 percent indicated they had “no schooling”. Therefore, the figures for 2004 for no 
schooling include those that were classified as ‘not stated’. Figure 5.3 shows that for the last two 
censuses the percentage of persons with no schooling is consistently lower than in the previous 
censuses. Most progress has been made in the age category 6 – 9 years. In 2010, 27 percent of 
children in the age group 6 to 9 years old had never attended school, against 63 percent in 2004. 
In 2015, this was brought down to 17 percent. Children who enter the education system over-age 
has always been a big problem in Timor-Leste. Nevertheless, the census results show that this is 
becoming less of a problem.  
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Figure 5. 3. Population aged 6 and above that has never attended school by age group, Timor-Leste 
2004, 2010 and 2015

 
 

5.2. Educational attainment 
 

The analysis of educational attainment is completely based on the question regarding the highest 
education class or year the person completed. This question was asked to persons who have 
completed their education as well as people who were still in school. Text box 5.1 shows the 
answer categories to this question. After extensive testing it was found that the quality of the 
information on this question is ambiguous and that it contains many inconsistencies with the 
question on educational level. The quality of the results has most probably been affected by the 
complexity of the three questions on education. These questions were asked for both persons who 
are still attending school and those who completed their education. Interviewing was further 
complicated by the fact that retrospective questions were asked and not on current attendance and 
by the large set of answer categories to the question on year and class completed. Another 
problem which arose during field work was that the education system was different during the 
Indonesian and the Portuguese administrative period. It is advisable that for the next census a new 
system should be developed to probe both the population who are currently attending school and 
those who have finished school. Because of the data problems, the results on educational 
attainment should be considered somewhat more indicative, rather than an exact description of the 
situation in 2015.  
 
The educational attainment of the population of Timor-Leste was restricted to those 15 years of 
age and over. It should be noted that, especially among young persons, some may still be in 
school and that they may reach higher levels of education in the future.      
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Text box 5.1. Answer categories to the question on highest education class or year completed, 
Timor-Leste, 2015 

 
 

The educational attainment of the population 15 years of age an older is summarized in Figure 
5.4. A third of people older than 15 years did not get any education (33.3 percent). In 2010 this 
was 39 percent and in 2004 almost 50 percent. A quarter of all persons (25.9 percent) had some 
primary education but did not finish such education. This is much higher than in 2010, when 13 
percent had pre-primary or some primary education. Completed primary school was the highest 
level of education attained for 11.7 percent of the population, while slightly more (12.6 percent) 
finished pre-secondary. This is about the same as in 2010. Interestingly, in 2015 the percentage of 
the population which finished secondary school was lower than in 2010. In the former year this 
stood at 9.9 percent whilst the latter it was 14 percent. Five percent of the population had finished 
at least some university studies.      
 

Figure 5. 4. Highest level of education completed, adults aged 15 years of age and over, 
Timor-Leste 2015 
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5.2.a. Primary education 
 
The percentage of people in a population that have finished at least primary education (or higher) 
is an important indicator for socio-economic planning. In Timor-Leste, 40.4 percent of the 
population 15 years and older indicated they had successfully finished (at least) primary 
education. The percentage of males (41.9 percent) was slightly higher than the percentage of 
females (39.1 percent). Large differences exist between rural and urban areas in terms of primary 
school completion (Figure 5.5). In urban areas, 61.1 percent of the population had completed 
primary education, against 31.1 percent in rural areas. It should be noted that these percentages 
are lower than in 2010. It is very unlikely that the percentage of people with at least a primary 
education would have gone down. There are probably some flaws in the data, either in 2010 or in 
2015, or perhaps in both as the same methodology was used in both censuses. Unfortunately, the 
published 2016 DHS data are of little comparative use, as they provide educational attainment 
from age 6 and not 15. According to the 2016 DHS information, the percentage of persons 6 years 
and over with at least primary education is 43.5 for males and 42.3 for females.    
 

Figure 5. 5. Percentage of population with at least primary education by sex and rural/urban 
residency, Timor-Leste, 2015 

  
 

 
5.2.b. Pre-secondary and secondary education 
 
Another important indicator is the percentage of the population that has finished pre-secondary 
school or higher. People with this educational level have the skills to operate a position in the 
work force that requires somewhat more advanced knowledge, skills and competencies. The 
census indicated that 28.8 percent of the population 15 years of age and older has completed pre-
secondary education or higher. Data on pre-secondary/secondary school is also available for the 
2004 and 2010 censuses (Figure 5.6). The figures show that over the years, important progress has 
been made. In 2004, only 17 percent of males and 11 percent of females 15 years of age and older 
had completed pre-secondary education or higher. In 2010, this was 28 and 25 percent, 
respectively. Between 2004 and 2010 the percentage of males who finished pre-secondary 
education increased significantly; since then the percentage increased slightly to 29.5 percent. 
Among females there was a stronger increase between 2004 and 2010 and since then growth has 
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continued. In 2015, the percentage was 28.2 percent, which means that women are rapidly closing 
in on men. 
 

Figure 5. 6. Percentage of population with at least pre-secondary education by sex, Timor-Leste, 
2004, 2010 and 2015 

 

 
 

 
Large regional differences exist between the percentages of persons aged 15 years and older in 
terms of their completion of pre-secondary, secondary or higher education. The first feature that 
catches the eye is the fact that for both males and females, the percentage of those who finished 
pre-secondary education or higher is more than two times higher in urban areas than in rural 
areas. The 2010 census showed large differences between males and females in the proportion that 
had completed pre-secondary and secondary education. Figure 5.7 shows that these differences 
have almost completely disappeared. In four out of 13 municipalities, the percentage of girls who 
have completed at least pre-secondary education is higher than for males. The percentage 
completion of pre-secondary education is highest in Dili municipality (51.8 percent for males and 
51.9 percent for females). The lowest percentages can be found in Oecussi, where only 16.4 
percent of males and 14.6 percent of females finished pre-secondary education or higher levels of 
education.    
 
5.2.c. Tertiary education  

 
In the census, 44,928 persons 17 years of age and older were enumerated who had at least some 
tertiary education: 6,840 of them had completed at least some Polytechnic/Diploma studies. The 
number of persons 17 years and older with a tertiary education accounts for 3.8 percent of the 
total population. The number of persons with tertiary education in 2010 was 25,299 persons, with 
a total of 6,181 people who had completed some Polytechnic/Diploma studies. In 2010, 62 percent 
of all persons who had studied at a university were male, and 38 percent were female. In just 5 
years, this balance has drastically changed. In 2015, among all 44,938 persons with a tertiary 
education 53.4 percent were male and 46.6 percent were female. The percentage of males with at 
least some tertiary education is 4.0 of the total male population 17 years and older and 3.6 of all 
females 17 years and older have at least some tertiary education.  
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Figure 5. 7. Percentage of population with at least pre-secondary education, by sex, municipalities 
and urban/rural residency, Timor-Leste, 2015 

 
 

 
The number of persons in a region who completed a higher education is crucial, as the skills and 
knowledge obtained through an education are key to driving socio-economic development. The 
2015 census shows a highly skewed distribution of persons with at least some university or 
polytechnic education. Out of all persons with higher education, 31,611 reside in Dili 
municipality. This constitutes 70.0 percent of all highly educated persons in the country. Out of 
the 13 municipalities, five have less than a thousand persons with at least some higher education 
(Aileu, Ainaro, Manatuto, Manufahi and Oecussi). 
 
Figure 5.8 shows the percentage of males and females 17 years of age and older who had at least 
some tertiary education by municipality and urban/rural residency. In the total population 17 years 
and older, 7.3 percent of men and 6.4 percent of women have some tertiary education. In urban 
areas, this is far higher with 16.7 and 15.9 percent for males and females, respectively.  In rural 
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areas, only 2.7 percent of males 17 and older and 2.1 percent of females have at least some 
tertiary educational attainment. The concentration of the highly educated in the capital is clearly 
visible with more than 18 percent of all persons 17 and older having at least some tertiary 
education. This should not come as a surprise as many of the higher-level jobs in the government 
and in the private sector are in Dili. All other municipalities show between 1.8 and 3.9 percent of 
their adult population having a higher education. 
 

Figure 5. 8. Percentage of population 17 years of age and older with at least some tertiary 
education, by sex, municipalities and urban/rural residency, Timor-Leste, 2015 
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The gender parity index for higher educational attainment still shows some inequality favoring men 
(Figure 5.9). The gender parity index stands at .88 for the whole country. It is interesting that disparity 
between both sexes is very small in urban areas (.95) compared to rural areas (.79).  Both Dili and Baucau 
show almost complete parity, while some other municipalities have much higher levels for males than 
females (Ermera:  .64, Lautem: .71, Oecussi: .63).   
 

 
Figure 5. 9. Gender parity index of population 17 years of age and older with at least some tertiary 

education by municipality and urban/rural residency, Timor-Leste, 2015 
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Chapter 6: Vulnerable groups  
 

Until 2015, international efforts to bring quality education to ‘every citizen in every society’ were 
governed by the ‘Education for All’ (EFA) initiative. The EFA initiative ended in 2015 and has 
since then been “integrated” into the SDGs, in particular SDG4.The EFA initiative adopted a 
human rights-based approach to education which assured that every child has ‘quality education 
that respects and promotes her or his right to dignity and optimum development’ (UNICEF & 
UNESCO, 2007). Within the Sustainable Development Goals, education is a goal (SDG-4) in its 
own right, but also a means to reach all the other SDGs and is therefore an essential component to 
reach a sustainable and equitable society by 2030. To reach the SDGs it is important to reach 
vulnerable children and youth. As stated in the National Education Strategic Plan, Timor-Leste is 
fully committed to achieving the Education for All goals and aims to ‘Expand and improve 
comprehensive early childhood care and education, especially for the most vulnerable and 
disadvantaged children’ (Ministry of Education, 2011). In this chapter the situation of children 
and youth will be looked at in terms of their school attendance and educational achievements. The 
following groups will be considered: a) Persons with disabilities; b) Young female farmers; c) 
Adolescent mothers; d) Working children; and e) Young urban migrants. These groups were 
chosen because internationally they have proven time and again to be at risk for poverty, social 
inequality and marginalization. 

 

6.1. Person with disabilities  
 

In the census, a person with disabilities was defined as someone with a physical, sensory, mental 
or other impairment, including a visual, hearing or physical disability, which has a substantial 
long-term adverse effect on a person’s ability to carry out usual (day to day) activities. A set of 
six questions based on self-reported difficulties caused by a health problem to perform basic 
activities was developed by the Washington Group on Disability Statistics18. The activities chosen 
were: seeing, hearing, walking or climbing stairs, remembering or concentrating, self-care and 
communicating. The United Nations Principles and Recommendations for Population Censuses 
considered four domains essential to determine disability status in a way that can be reasonably 
measured using a Census: a) seeing; b) hearing; c) walking; and d) cognition (UN Department of 
Economic and Social Affairs Statistics Division, 2007, p.213). The 2015 Timor-Leste Census used 
four standard Washington Group questions, out of six, on disability. The United Nations 
Principles and Recommendations for Population and Housing Censuses (2008) suggests that for 
population censuses, countries may consider limiting the number of questions on self-reported 
difficulties to four. The phrasing of the questions in the Timor-Leste census was slightly different 
from the ones proposed by the Washington Group. The questions asked were: ‘How much 
difficulty does (name) have in… (Walking, Seeing, Hearing and Intellectual/mental condition)?’.  
The answer categories for each of the four questions were: ‘No - no difficulty’; ‘Yes - some 
difficulty’; ‘Yes - a lot of difficulty’ and ‘Cannot do at all’.  

For the 2010 round of Censuses, the Washington Group recommended that ‘the sub-population 
disabled includes everyone with at least one domain that is coded as a lot of difficulty or cannot 
                                                           
18 http://www.washingtongroup-disability.com/  
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do at all’, or in other words, the use of ‘moderate or higher’ to define the population with 
disabilities (Washington Group on Disability Statistics, 2010, p. 2). Applying this criterion, the 
prevalence rate for disability is unrealistically low in Timor-Leste. Only 0.5 percent of all people 
indicate they had a disability. The World Report on Disability indicates that globally more than 
one billion people live with a disability, which is about 15 percent of the total world population, 
and an estimated 2.9 percent of all people having a severe disability (WHO & World Bank Group, 
2011). Given the state of Timor-Leste’s health system and economic development, the estimate of 
0.5 percent seems very unlikely to be close to the real situation. The unreliability of the estimate 
does not mean that the characteristics of those that report they are disabled cannot be examined 

Except for the group with serious intellectual impairments, there is no reason why persons with 
disabilities should not have the ability to learn how to read and write. Being able to read and write 
is probably even more important for disabled than for non-disabled people. Literacy helps 
disabled people to avoid social isolation, increases their chances on the labour market, leads to 
improved health outcomes and empowers them (Erickson, 2006).   

Figure 6.1 shows that literacy rates for persons with disabilities are much lower than for persons 
with no disabilities. While 64.0 percent of persons without disabilities are literate, only 15.3 
percent of persons with disabilities 5 years of age and older can read and write in any of the four 
working languages in the country. Disabled females have much lower literacy rates than male 
persons with disabilities, 10.5 percent against 20.5 percent.  

 

Figure 6. 1. Literacy rates, person 5 years of age and older, by disability status and sex, 
Timor-Leste, 2015 

 

Although somewhat distorted by the small number of reported persons with disabilities in some 
categories, Figure 6.2 demonstrates that at each age group literacy rates for both sexes are 
considerably higher for non-disabled than for persons with disabilities. Differences are largest at 
younger ages. For instance, young disabled females have a literacy of 21.9 percent at age 20 to 24 
compared to 81.8 percent for non-disabled females of the same age group. This is a difference of 
almost 60 percentage points. At older ages, the age-specific rates converge. This is caused by the 
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