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Introduction

The OECD’s Thematic Review of the Transition from Initial Education to Working Life was begun in November 1996 and its final report was handed to the OECD’s Education Committee three years later. It had two broad tasks:

· To describe changes in young people’s transition to working life during the 1990s; and

· To describe the types of policies and programmes that result in effective transition outcomes for young people.

Indicators have been central in tackling each of these tasks: all of the key publications that have arisen from the Thematic Review have either drawn heavily upon existing work on transition indicators, commented upon gaps in existing indicators, or both (OECD, 1996; OECD 1998a; OECD, 1998b; OECD, 2000). The Country Notes written to summarise review teams’ analyses and suggestions for each of the 14 participating countries have also drawn heavily upon existing transition indicators
. The work of the Thematic Review was greatly assisted by the long-standing body of transition indicators available within the OECD’s education and labour force data bases. It was also greatly assisted by more recent work within the INES Network B that provides a finer disaggregation of the joint labour market and education status of youth than has previously been available (OECD, 1998c). This work by Network B was heavily drawn upon in Appendix 4 of the final report of the Thematic Review that discusses the use of labour market indicators of transition outcomes in comparative studies. It has also been helpful in gaining an understanding of national differences in the transition process: for example variation in the extent to which young people in different countries combine workplace experience with education; and, although to a lesser extent, variation in the duration and timing of the transition.

Transition outcome indicators

Rather than attempting to assess the effectiveness of national transition arrangements by using a single indicator such as the youth unemployment rate
, the Thematic Review adopted a wider analytical framework, using multiple indicators. These were drawn both from education and from the labour market, as well as from the interaction between the two. There are several reasons for preferring multiple indicators over single indicators of transition outcomes:

· Within a lifelong learning approach to the transition, educational outcomes such as dropout rates, qualification rates and achieved knowledge and skills are as important as labour market outcomes. Educational outcomes are important as predictors both of immediate and longer term labour market outcomes and as predictors of engagement in education and training throughout adult life.

· Assessing success in the transition -- for example through employment rates -- is just as important as assessing difficulties in the transition through indicators such as unemployment to population ratios.

· Transition outcomes are more complex than any single indicator can describe. Typically countries perform well on some indicators and less well on others. Rarely do all indicators point in the one direction. Education and labour market indicators can point in different directions. So can indicators for teenagers and for young adults. This complexity is important in policy analysis and requires multiple indicators to be used. 

· Typically countries have multiple goals that they wish to achieve from their transition arrangements: for example both low unemployment among school leavers and low dropout rates from upper secondary education. These need to be assessed using multiple indicators.

The outcome indicators used in the Thematic Review span both education and employment and include unemployment to population ratios, unemployment duration, employment to population ratios, youth to adult unemployment ratios, school completion rates, qualification levels and literacy levels. A full description of the 14 key indicators used in the Thematic Review is included in Appendix 1 of this paper. Through the use of multiple outcome indicators the Thematic Review has been able to demonstrate that effective transition outcomes are neither the monopoly of a limited group of countries, nor of any one type of pathway -- whether apprenticeship, general education, school-based vocational education, or a combination of these.

Transition policy goals and outcome indicators

The Review suggests seven goals that all national transition policies should aim for. They are:

i. High proportions of young people completing a full upper secondary education with a recognised qualification for either work, tertiary study or both.

ii. High levels of knowledge and skill among young people at the end of the transition phase;

iii. A low proportion of teenagers being at the one time not in education and unemployed.

iv. A high proportion of those young adults who have left education having a job.

v. Few young people remaining unemployed for lengthy periods after leaving education.

vi. Stable and positive employment and educational histories in the years after leaving upper secondary education; and

vii. An equitable distribution of outcomes by gender, social background and region.

Appendix 7 of the final report (OECD, 2000) describes how well available indicators are able to assess performance against each of the seven goals. The key tasks of the Thematic Review were complicated to some extent by the fact that many of the key indicators that it attempted to use are available only for limited numbers of countries, and some key indicators are not available at all. Nevertheless indicator coverage is reasonably good for i and iii-v of these seven suggested goals, although inevitably one or two countries at least are missing for most. Coverage of iii and iv will improve as the Network B transition indicator collection on the joint labour force and education status of youth is extended. Coverage of ii has improved somewhat with the recent release of the final report of the International Adult Literacy Survey (OECD and Statistics Canada, 2000). 

The major gaps are vi and vii, which look at employment and education histories over time and at equity. For vi to be assessed a consistent comparative approach to longitudinal surveys is required. OECD (1998d) attempted part of the task in analysing periods spent in employment and unemployment over the first three to five years after leaving education. It was able to report results for only five countries, only two of which (Australia and the United States) were Thematic Review participants. The most difficult goal to asses was vii, which relates to the equity of transition outcomes by social background, region and gender. Gender breakdowns are available for all of the key outcome indicators used by the Thematic Review. However data on their distribution by social background and region is rare. Some countries monitor some equity indicators
, but consistent comparative data is notably absent
, 
. 

A comprehensive framework for transition indicators

While outcome indicators are important, they are not sufficient by themselves. To gain insight into why outcomes are achieved a more comprehensive framework, incorporating indicators of the context of transition, of its duration and of the transition processes is needed, as well as outcome indicators
. 

In common with indicators in other fields, indicators of the transition from initial education to working life should be able to serve three main purposes. They should: 

· Inform the process of policy formation and allow key transition policy issues (such as the effectiveness of different pathways, the costs and benefits of extended transition periods, or when it can be said that transitions have been “successful”) to be addressed; 

· Reinforce public accountability by allowing judgements to be made about the quality and effectiveness of the systems that assist young people’s transitions; and 

· Provide insight into the comparative functioning of transition systems.

More specifically, a framework for indicators of the transition from initial education to working life should:

· Describe the context, duration, processes and outcomes of transition, as well as the relationships between these; and

· Place transition in a lifelong learning context.

Such a framework would enable the above dimensions, in turn, to be related to individual characteristics such as:

· Gender;

· Educational attainment; and

· Family or social background.

The context of transition

The national contexts of transition vary widely. The duration, processes and outcomes of transition are influenced by factors such as the way in which labour markets are organised, the nature and structure of education and training systems, the ways in which educational and occupational qualifications mediate young people’s entry to the labour market, the ways in which labour market assistance and welfare systems are organised, and the organisation and functioning of the social partners and the various levels of government. Typologies have been suggested as one way in which more meaningful comparisons of national transition contexts can be made. 

Whilst a range of such typologies have been suggested in the literature
, more rigorous empirical work is needed to:

·  Refine the key underlying dimensions of the transition context;

· Reduce complex sets of labour market, educational and social information on the transition context to a smaller number of more clearly understood dimensions, allowing a small number of objective key indicators of them to be developed; and 

· Determine how most usefully countries may be described using them. 

Clearer and simpler descriptions of national transition contexts will enable them to be related more easily to national transition durations, processes and outcomes.

The duration of transition

Indicators of the duration of the transition should be able to span a period commencing at the end of compulsory schooling (or earlier in those countries in which pathways diverge before this point), progressing to the end of upper secondary education or its equivalent, and extending into the typical period(s) of tertiary education. Single year of age data over the entire 15-29 age span would be of great value in providing a picture of educational and labour force activity over this time span.

The length -- and lengthening -- of the transition is a key policy issue in many countries, both because of its implications for public costs, and because of its impact upon the supply of qualified labour at a time when populations are ageing. Hence it would be useful, in addition to simple descriptions of the length, to have indicators that were able to shed light on the varying reasons for the length, as these reasons will have different policy implications. These could include:

· Extended full-time participation in education, arising both from movements between courses and programmes at the same level as well as from progression from one level to another; or

· Unsuccessful attempts to enter higher education; or

· Extended periods of joint participation in both education and the labour market; or

· The incidence and duration of military/national service; or

· Delay in obtaining work upon leaving full-time study, both as the result of extended periods of job search and as the result of periods of educational and labour market inactivity for reasons such as travel.

A comprehensive framework of transition indicators would be able to describe the periods that young people typically spend in different forms of activity -- for example the periods spent in education, in unemployment and in full- or part-time employment, or in various combinations of these. 

Longitudinal data sets are essential for describing many of the key features of the transition process: for example the proportion of time that young people spend in the first five years after initial education in employment, unemployment and out of the labour force. They are also important in helping to relate many features of the transition context to transition outcomes.

A comprehensive framework of transition indicators would also allow many of the features of the school context that are important in the transition to working life to be described: for example the nature and quality of career information and guidance services; and the relationships between the school and its community, including its community of employers.

The transition process

A comprehensive framework of transition indicators would describe the nature of the pathways in which young people participate during upper secondary education or its equivalent. A simple framework would separately describe:

· General education pathways;

· Vocational education pathways that are school based;

· Vocational education pathways of the apprenticeship type; and

· Participation in labour market programmes or other safety net programmes.

It would also be of value to separately describe: 

· Vocational and technical pathways that differ by level of educational attainment;

· Those vocational pathways that are intended to qualify young people both for work and for tertiary study, and those intended to qualify them for work only, whether these are school-based or of the apprenticeship type; and

· Vocational and technical pathways by field of study.

Indicators of the extent and nature of young people’s involvement with work places during the transition period should be seen as essential. These should separately identify involvement in:

· Apprenticeship type arrangements;

· Part-time employment whilst a student; and

· Unpaid or paid periods of school-organised workplace experience as part of educational programmes such as those characteristic of US and Canadian co-operative education, Swedish APU periods, and Australian school-industry programmes.

In a policy sense it is as important to know about continuation from one level of education to another or to know about continuation in second programmes of study at the same level as it is to know about movements from education to the labour market or otherwise out of education. Thus transition indicators should be able to describe flows at key points in the transition process (the end of compulsory schooling; the end of upper secondary education; the end of tertiary education), not simply at the point at which young people leave school (or its equivalent). Longitudinal data sets are of great value for such purposes

Transition outcomes

To date much work on transition outcomes has largely focused upon labour market outcomes. But it is important to see transitions also in educational terms, and to provide indicators of qualifications gained:

· By type;

· By level;

· By field of study.

In addition educational outcomes indicators would, within a comprehensive framework, include attained levels of knowledge and skills and school dropout and re-entry rates.

 Labour market indicators of transition (from whatever point the young person leaves education) need to be richer than simply employment or unemployment rates (taking account in both instances of the importance of presenting indicators separately for students and non-students). There is a need also to look for the elements of successful transitions and define a set of indicators which could appropriately describe these transitions.

· Employment indicators need to be able to describe the characteristics of the employment that those leaving education enter and how these characteristics relate to their educational background, i.e. level of education and field of study. Such indicators could describe:

· Part-time, casual, temporary and other insecure forms of employment separately from employment that is full-time or permanent;

· Earnings; and

· The occupation or industry of employment.

· Unemployment indicators need to separately describe the qualitative nature of unemployment: for example the extent of long- versus short-term unemployment; and periods spent in searching for a first job after leaving education. 

Inactivity indicators are needed to supplement employment and unemployment indicators. There would be a need to separate out family responsibilities from other reasons for inactivity, as well as, if possible, travel and community service
.

Some thoughts on priorities

A framework of indicators to describe transition relates to a number of tracks of work taking place within the OECD INES project as well as beyond it. Network B of INES has, in particular, an important role vis-à-vis measuring labour market outcomes in relation to initial education and training (type and level) while Network B and the Technical Group of INES together have an important role in contributing to indicators of transition process and pathways especially at the upper secondary level. In addition, the work of the Programme of International Student Assessment (PISA) and Network A of INES in measuring student learning outcomes and that of INES Network C in developing indicators of upper secondary schools -- for example on the provision of information and guidance services and on employer involvement with schools -- can contribute to a better understanding of the transition process. 

To date work on transition indicators within the OECD has placed greatest emphasis upon transition outcomes, particularly through INES Network B. The Thematic Review of the Transition from Initial Education to Working Life points to other areas in which there are significant gaps.

Transition patterns

Of particular interest to policy makers is the extent to which the patterns of young people’s transitions through education and the labour market in practice conform to the pathways that have been constructed for them: “non-linear” patterns have been observed in many of the countries participating in the Thematic Review, including Australia, Canada, Denmark, Hungary, Sweden and the United States. This issue is closely related to the question of whether and under what circumstances early career mobility might have positive or negative longer term implications. Both issues are also of considerable interest to researchers. They are likely to be influenced by a number of factors including the coherence and flexibility of pathways, national differences in the organisation and regulation of the labour market, the extent and adequacy of information and guidance services, national safety net arrangements for early leavers, and the rapidity with which transition arrangements are able to accommodate themselves to changing demands for knowledge and skill. Better internationally comparable longitudinal data is essential for gaining a better understanding of the nature and correlates of young people’s actual transition patterns. Better and internationally consistent longitudinal data would enable young people’s transition patterns to be better described -- for example along dimensions relating to stability on the one hand and to the marginality of activities on the other -- and better related to individual characteristics such as gender, social background, educational level and ethnicity
.

A recent paper by McKenzie (McKenzie, 2000) shows the value of longitudinal data sets in understanding transition patterns and processes. Young Australians’ principal activities were classified into the same seven broad education and labour force categories in each of the first seven post-school years. This allows a number of important points to be demonstrated: the wide diversity and individually constructed nature of young people’s pathways in the Australian institutional context; the high degree to which “successful” pathways are dependent upon the main activity in the first year out of school; and the extent to which “successful” pathways are dependent upon obtaining tertiary qualifications. 

The context of the transition

For policy purposes it is important not only to understand transition outcomes, but also to understand how these outcomes are related to the context and processes of transitions. To date the greatest emphasis in comparative work on transition indicators has been given to transition outcomes, and, in particular through work on the definition of educational pathways, to the transition process. Little systematic attention has been given to the development of comparative indicators of the context within which transition occurs, and in particular to indicators that require several variables to be combined into a single measure. Yet some particular dimensions of the context of transition have received considerable emphasis in the OECD’s Thematic Review of young people’s transition from their initial education to working life. Two dimensions of the transition context that have been emphasised in the Thematic Review seem ripe for detailed future work to develop more objective indicators of the context of the transition. 

The first of these is the concept of an occupationally organised or occupationally regulated labour market. This can be seen as a central concept in what some authors have referred to as a distinction between “tightly coupled” and “loosely connected” transition systems (Hannan, Raffe and Smith, 1996; McKenzie, 1998), or between “qualificational spaces” and “organisational spaces” (Müller and Shavit, 1998) as the context for transitions. The tightness of the link between an occupation and the destination (occupational but also educational) to which it leads is also central to the notion of a “well organised” transition pathway that features in the Thematic Review.  At one extreme this distinction describes transitions which occur in labour markets in which a strong emphasis is placed upon specific vocational qualifications when young people (and others) are recruited, and in which the relationship between a qualification and an occupation is regulated by industrial agreement or by legislation. At the other extreme it describes transitions which occur in labour markets in which specific vocational qualifications matter less than general educational level and personal qualities that indicate general employability, and in which industrial agreements or legislation rarely prescribe the types of qualifications needed for employment. While it is common in the literature to suggest that countries’ transition arrangements resemble one model rather than the other, there is little hard evidence to back this up. Caution about making too clear a distinction is suggested by informal evidence from countries said to be at one or another extreme of the dimension. In Germany, where occupational regulation is said to be high, stories of qualified bakers working on automotive production lines are sufficiently frequent to suggest that what appear to be specific vocational qualifications might in reality function as signals of general employability in many instances. And in the United States, often said to be at the other pole of occupational regulation, very many areas of employment such as legal work, the health professions and education are subject to State-level occupational licensing arrangements. This is an important question and seems susceptible to much better objective description. Clearly it relates to the incidence of particular types of industrial agreements or legislation, but also to the proportion of the labour force employed in occupations covered by such agreements and legislation, to the actual observance of such agreements by employers, to rates of labour mobility and to the balance between labour supply and demand in particular occupations, to trade union density and to collective bargaining coverage.

The second contextual dimension that is important in the OECD Thematic Review and which seems ripe for some detailed work on indicators is the notion of a youth friendly labour market. The Thematic Review has suggested that the degree to which labour markets are youth friendly is one indicator, in addition to the overall health of national labour markets, of effective transition systems. It suggests that this has three principal dimensions: the availability of widespread training opportunities for youth within enterprises; the existence of widespread opportunities for young people to combine education with workplace experience through apprenticeship, part-time student jobs or school-organised workplace experience; and the absence of restrictive arrangements that deter employers from hiring new labour market entrants. In turn some of these features depend upon the existence of appropriate agreements between employers and trade unions on youth and training wages and upon the existence of appropriate temporary or part-time employment contracts for youth.  

The OECD’s work on the strictness of employment protection legislation (OECD, 1999) provides an excellent model of ways in which a large number of separate indicators can be combined in a systematic fashion to obtain a single summary indicator of a conceptually important and policy-relevant construct.
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Key transition outcome indicators used in the Thematic Review 

Indicator
Description
Sources
Notes

1.
Unemployment to population ratio, 15-19 year-olds, 1998
OECD labour force database; Switzerland INES Network B transition collection
Switzerland subject to high sampling variability

2. 
Non-student unemployed as a per cent of all 15-19 year-olds, 1996
INES Network B 1998 special transition collection
Switzerland subject to high sampling variability

3.
Per cent of unemployed 15-19 year-olds unemployed for six months or more, 1998
OECD labour force database
Ireland 1997

4. 
Unemployment to population ratio, 20-24 year-olds, 1998
OECD labour force database; Switzerland INES Network B transition collection


5.
Per cent of unemployed 20-24 year-olds unemployed for six months or more, 1998
OECD labour force database
Ireland 1997

6.
Employment to population ratio, 20-24 year-olds, 1998
OECD labour force database; Switzerland INES Network B transition collection


7.
Per cent of non-students employed, age 20-24, 1996
INES Network B 1998 special transition collection


8.
Ratio of the unemployment rate among 15-24 year-olds to the unemployment rate among 25-54 year-olds, 1998
OECD labour force database
Italy 25-59 year-olds

9.
Per cent not in education one year after the end of compulsory schooling
OECD education database
Belgium, Germany, Netherlands: per cent not in full-time education one year after the end of compulsory schooling

10.
Apparent upper secondary graduation rates
OECD (1998) Education at a Glance. OECD Indicators, Paris, Table C2.3
1. Refers to first educational programmes

2. Belgium Flemish Community

11.
Per cent of 16-25 year-olds at document literacy level 4/5, 1994-5
OECD (1997) Literacy Skills for the Knowledge Society, Paris, Table 1.6
1. Belgium Flemish community

2. Switzerland average of French and German communities

12. 
Per cent of 20-24 year-olds whose highest level of education is lower secondary school (ISCED 0,1,2), 1996
OECD education database
New Zealand 1997

13.
Ratio of low qualified 20-24 year-olds’ share of total unemployment to their share of total employment
OECD education database
1. See Appendix 6 

2. New Zealand 1997

14. 
Per cent of 25-29 year-olds with tertiary qualifications, 1996
OECD education database


�.	The Country Notes are available on the Thematic Review’s web site:  http:://www.oecd.org/els/edu/index.htm. 


� .	Appendix 4 of OECD (2000) sets out in detail some of the reasons for caution in the use of standard youth unemployment rates in assessing national transition outcomes. In brief, these relate to the ways in which educational participation influences youth unemployment rates, and to the impact upon youth unemployment rates of the overlap between educational participation and labour force participation.


� 	For example Hungary has consistently monitored achievement in basic skills by geographical region during the 1990s. Longitudinal studies of youth in transition such as those conducted by the Australian Council for Educational Research and Statistics Canada also allow trends in equity outcomes over time to be assessed.


�.	The relative labour market disadvantage of those with low levels of education sheds some light on equity goals. This indicator was measured by the ratio of the share of total unemployment among an age group of those with less than an upper secondary level of education to the same group’s share of total employment. It was calculated for 20-24 year-olds and is available for all Thematic Review participants except Japan. It is shown in Table A6.1 of OECD (2000).


�.	Another important gap was the absence of good time series data on educational participation by age and sector, which limited the extent to which trends in educational participation by youth during the 1990s could be analysed within the 14 countries that participated in the Thematic Review.


�.	The discussion that follows draws heavily upon Appendix 5 of OECD (2000).


�.	See for example Hannan, Raffe and Smyth (1996) and Müller and Shavit (1998).


�.	The uncertain treatment of military service by national Labour force Surveys in countries where it remains compulsory for a fraction of the youth population during the transition phase complicates the measurement of inactivity.


�.	See Klerman and Karoly (1995) for an example of a study in which longitudinal data is used to different individual characteristics associated with qualitatively different transition patterns.
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