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BACKGROUND AND ISSUES 

INTRODUCTION

The transition from initial education to working life is a critical stage in the life of young people, and it is a matter of current interest to policy-makers and researchers who require high quality data on transition processes and outcomes. This workshop will explore ways to improve the quality, usefulness and cross-national comparability of data and indicator systems on the transition from initial education to work. Its objectives are


to clarify the needs of policy-makers, analysts and researchers for data and indicator systems on the transition from education to work;


to review existing and potential data sources, with particular reference to youth transition surveys and labour force surveys;


to develop proposals for extending youth transition surveys and for achieving comparability in their design and content, across Europe and through OECD across a wider range of countries including those with a long established tradition of transition surveys;


to inform possible future data-collection strategies, for example by developing proposals for a regular European-wide youth transition survey, or for a longitudinal follow-up to the second cycle of PISA.

The workshop will bring together policy-makers, analysts, statisticians and researchers from the EU, from candidate countries and from other countries which face similar issues and have valuable experience to contribute. It will be conducted in English and French with simultaneous translation facilities. It is organised by the University of Edinburgh on behalf of members of the research project on Comparative Analysis of Transitions from Education to Working in Europe (CATEWE), which uses data from labour force surveys and national school-leavers surveys to compare transitions in different European countries. The OECD will host the workshop and assist in its preparation. In particular the OECD will contribute the experience of Network B of its INES project, which is developing indicators on various aspects of educational transitions, and of its recently completed Thematic Review of the Transition from Initial Education to Working Life. The workshop will also draw on the experience of EUROSTAT and other organisations and researchers involved in transition. It is supported by European Commission under the Accompanying Measures of the Improving Human Potential Programme. 

This note outlines the background and identifies issues to be addressed.

THE DATA REQUIREMENTS OF POLICY-MAKERS, ANALYSTS AND RESEARCHERS

Policy-makers and researchers have wide-ranging interests in the transition from education to work, and these give rise to a wide range of information needs. They need data on young people's participation in, and flows between, different types of education and training. They need to know the labour-market destinations of young people leaving different levels and types of education and training (upper-secondary or tertiary, general or vocational, school-based or alternance-based, or in different subject areas), and as far as possible to judge the impact of different types of education on labour-market outcomes and on economic competitiveness. They need to monitor trends in transition and to understand their causes. They need information on the processes of transition, and on measures which may help to make these transitions smoother. They need information on young people who have difficulty in making the transition and who risk unemployment or social exclusion, and they need to identify mechanisms by which this risk may be reduced. Underlying all of these concerns is the need for information on equity and social injustice. Entry to the labour market is a critical transition where inequalities by gender, social origin or ethnic or national background may emerge or be confirmed, with lasting consequences for inequalities in life-chances. 

Ideally, therefore, policy-makers and researchers need information on education-to-work transitions which: 


covers a full cross-section of young people who enter the labour market from all types and levels of education and training (including drop-outs as well as graduates), in order to compare the impact of different education and training experiences on labour-market integration; 


includes the necessary data (gender, social class, ethnicity/nationality) for the measurement of equity issues;


provides longitudinal (flow) data at the individual level, in order to establish the links between education or training and processes of integration in the labour market;


is available on a regular (time-series) basis, in order to assess the effects of changes in policy and of changing social and economic conditions; 


provides comparable indicators across all countries, in order to compare the effects of different national institutional arrangements, to benchmark national systems and to support policy analysis at a European level; and

· includes information on national contexts (education and training systems, labour markets, government struictures, etc) with which to interpret these comparisons.  

In practice, few countries have data which fully meet this ideal. Most countries have reasonably good data on the education side of the transition, for example, on participation and graduation rates in the various stages and sectors of education, and these data can be used to compare countries (as the EUROSTAT and OECD indicators illustrate). Information on young people’s early careers in the labour market tends to be less satisfactory, and information on the interaction between these two domains - on the links between education and the labour market - is particularly patchy.

The point at issue is not so much the desirability of data meeting the requirements listed above, but the priority among these different requirements when the ideal cannot be achieved. For example, what is the relative value of 'stock' data available regularly on nationally representative samples, compared with 'flow' data available less regularly on specific groups of young people? A particular issue is the desirability of data that are comparable across countries. The institutional arrangements for transition vary widely across EU countries, and countries design data and indicator systems that are specific to their national circumstances and goals. Yet the need for cross-national comparability is felt not only by policy-makers at the international or European level, but also by national policy-makers and researchers who wish to learn from other systems and to benchmark their own performance against them. 

LABOUR FORCE SURVEYS

For many countries, and for the European Union, the main sources of potentially comparable data on the labour-market side of the transition are the labour force surveys. All EU countries conduct surveys to meet the data requirements of the EUROSTAT Labour Force Survey (LFS), often with national enhancements of this basic design. Labour force surveys are also the main source of data for the indicators of transition compiled by the OECD, and they have increasingly been used in comparative research projects such as CATEWE and the recently completed Newskills project. In 1997 the Centre d'Etudes et de Recherches sur les Qualifications (CEREQ) completed a detailed study of the LFS and the European Community Household Panel Survey as sources of data on education-to-work transitions in Europe. There is now a much stronger basis of experience on which to assess the strengths and limitations of labour force surveys for the comparative analysis of transition. 

The LFS has several strengths. It provides standardised data on a regular basis for comparable samples, and it enables young people's transitions to be related to broader labour-market trends affecting other age groups. However the LFS describes 'stocks' rather than 'flows', it has limited space for detailed questions on education or the transition to work, and its sample covers a very wide age band and includes relatively few people making the initial transition to employment in a given year in each country. Researchers using the LFS for cross-national comparisons have also raised questions about the comparability of variables for which data have been constructed in different ways by different national statistical offices. In 2000 an additional 11-question module on the transition from initial education is being included in the EUROSTAT LFS, following the recommendations of the CEREQ report mentioned above. It is too soon to say how far this module addresses the limitations of the LFS for monitoring transition.

YOUTH TRANSITION SURVEYS 

Several EU countries conduct regular surveys of school leavers or of cohorts of young people making the transitions through education and training and into working life. Several non-European countries also conduct significant longitudinal surveys of young people, notably Australia, Canada and the USA. 

All these transition surveys provide 'flow' data to complement the more broad-brush 'stock' data from the LFS, typically covering an age group or leaver cohort. They are potentially of great descriptive and explanatory value for comparing transition behaviours, processes and outcomes in different countries. However they vary widely in their design and content. For example, there are at least four basic survey designs:

1.
an age cohort or year group, surveyed prospectively typically from age 15/16;

2.
an age cohort of young adults, surveyed retrospectively typically at 23-25 years;

3.
leavers from a particular stage or sector of education (eg secondary school or university), including those who progress to a further stage of education, typically first surveyed 10-18 months after leaving;

4.
young people finally leaving initial education, and not re-entering education, typically first surveyed 1, 3 or 5 years after leaving.

Within each of these basic designs surveys may vary according to the particular programmes and sectors that are covered, the number of follow-ups and the timing of data-collection, the frequency of new cohorts, the methods of data-collection, the variables and the classifications. These differences reflect countries' different institutions and arrangements for transition, different policy priorities and the different purposes of the surveys, which variously include:


to monitor the transition from education to work,


to assess the impact of education and training and of policy interventions on labour-market outcomes,


to monitor gender and social inequalities in education, training and the transition to the labour market,


to monitor transitions from school to post-school education and training, and


to study aspects of education by collecting data retrospectively. 

Surveys also vary according to whether their main purpose is to collect data at the national level or at the level of the individual institution or programme. 

Since 1992 the European Research Network on Transitions In Youth (TIY) has aimed to promote comparative research on education-to-work transitions, and to encourage the use of national youth transition surveys for this purpose. Members of the Network have participated in the TSER-funded CATEWE project, and an earlier Leonardo-funded project on Vocational Training and Labour Market Transitions, both of which used national transition surveys to construct cross-national datasets. Other TSER projects, such as the Schooling, Training and Transitions project have used these or similar surveys for side-by-side analyses of transitions in different countries. The project on Higher Education and Graduate Employment in Europe has supported co-ordinated surveys in several countries in Europe and elsewhere.

Two issues raised by these studies are that youth training surveys are not available for all countries, and that when they are available they are not fully comparable. Their value for cross-national policy and research would be enormously enhanced if there were greater consistency in their design and content, and specifically in:


sample definition and coverage;


the time points and time spans for which data are collected (eg the number of years after entry to labour market);


timing and frequency of new cohorts;


topics on which data are collected;


classifications used to code variables.

However, achieving such consistency is not a simple matter. A survey designed to a standard template may not fit perfectly with a country's institutional structures or with its policy priorities. Changing an existing survey to fit such a template may cause practical  difficulties, and may produce breaks in the 'time series' data needed to study change over time. One response may be to propose modest additions to existing survey designs, such as the inclusion of additional variables or the use of codes which allow common classifications to be constructed. Another response may be to define a 'common denominator' of specifications for transition surveys, to which new surveys might conform and to which existing surveys might converge over time. To the extent that such specifications reflected general 'good practice' they might be readily adopted. However, the question remains, of whether such incremental moves towards consistency could ever achieve the level of comparability that is ideally required by both policy-makers and researchers. 

OTHER DEVELOPMENTS

The OECD's education indicators, published annually in Education at a Glance, include indicators of the relationship of education to the labour market. The OECD's interest is to broaden the scope of data and analysis on transition outcomes and processes, and to link these to current policy concerns in member countries, especially in the provision of initial education and training. As part of this it is interested in exploring the use of various types of surveys, including school-leaver surveys and other transition surveys, to arrive at international indicators. It would be desirable if these surveys were better co-ordinated at the international level to achieve greater comparability of results. One possibility which has been discussed is that the second cycle of the Programme of International Student Assessment (PISA), which will survey a cohort of 15 year-olds in 2003, should become the basis of a longitudinal survey with biennial sweeps until the sample have reached their mid-twenties. Canada is currently following a similar approach with the first cycle of PISA, incorporating it with its Youth in Transition Survey. 

The OECD's Thematic Review of The Transition from Initial Education to Working Life has drawn attention to the inadequacy of existing data sources to support policy-making at national level, let alone for comparative indicators. 

QUESTIONS ADDRESSED IN THE WORKSHOP

It is therefore an opportune moment for a workshop to review the existing cross-national data and indicator systems on education-to-work transitions, and to identify possible ways forward. The workshop is organised around five sessions which will explore some of the questions raised in this paper.

Session 1: What data and indicator systems do we need on the transition from initial education to work? What are the needs of policy-makers, policy analysts and researchers? Are their needs the same? Are they currently being met? How important is it to have longitudinal 'flow' data as well as 'stock' data? How important is it to be able to compare transitions in different countries? Is comparability as important for 'national' policy-makers as for policy-makers and researchers with a cross-national perspective?

Session 2: Labour Force Surveys. To what extent do labour force surveys meet policy-makers', analysts' and researchers' needs for data on the transition from initial education to work? How are they enhanced by the module on transition introduced in the EUROSTAT LFS in 2000? What issues are raised by the use of LFS data for cross-national indicators and research? What are their strengths and weaknesses?

Session 3: National youth transition surveys. What different kinds of transition surveys are currently being carried out in Europe? How are they designed, and for what purposes? Why do they vary so much in their coverage and content? Which countries are introducing new surveys, and why, and how are existing surveys changing? What are the strengths and weaknesses of youth transition surveys as sources of data for policy-makers and for researchers? What lessons can be learnt from successful youth transition surveys in countries outside Europe?

Session 4: Can youth transition surveys be used as a source of cross-national data? What are the potential benefits of using national youth transition surveys as a source of longitudinal data for cross-national comparisons? What issues arise when the data are used cross-nationally? Do the different sample designs, content and methods of the different surveys restrict their comparability? How might they be made more comparable?

Session 5: The next steps. What steps should be taken to improve the quality, usefulness and cross-national comparability of data and indicator systems on the transition from initial education to work? What is the role of the LFS, and of the new transition module, in meeting future data needs? What is the role of national youth transition surveys? Should such surveys be developed in countries which do not currently have them? Should steps be taken to make existing and new surveys more comparable - if so, how? Is there a role for new data-collection, for example a European-wide youth transition survey or a longitudinal enhancement of PISA? What are the roles of individual countries, the European Commission, EUROSTAT, the OECD and others in defining and implementing future strategies? 
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