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Measuring transition to work at a university monitoring centre

The Student Monitoring Centre (Observatoire de la Vie Etudiante : OVE) at Nice Sophia-Antipolis University has been specialised since 1994 in collecting and analysing information about the students’ study paths, their social life and their transition to work. 

Nice Sophia-Antipolis University (UNSA) itself was only instituted quite recently, in 1965. It now includes 27.000 students and covers all the disciplines apart from pharmacology. The rather remote location of Nice with respect to the rest of France helps to explain why UNSA has something of a monopoly in the field of higher education in this region: there exist practically no other higher educational establishments within a radius of 150 kilometers. 

The pluridisciplinary nature and the geographical position of the University are two factors which greatly facilitate surveys on the paths taken by the students, if only because approximately two-thirds of them manage to find employment on the local labour market. 

The Observatoire is a very small structure which has never employed more than 5 people, only one of whom (the administrative secretary) holds a full-time position. In other words, the research projects - and often also the field work involved - have mainly been carried out by lecturers and research workers at the University of Nice, who join the Observatoire on a voluntary basis. The Observatoire is provided with an annual budget which covers its operating costs as well as well as the cost of running surveys.

Surveys on local career paths: their value and their limitations

During its first few years of existence, the OVE published a number of surveys focusing mainly on the curricula and the transition to work of graduates in specific disciplines (medecine, economy, history, etc.). OVE soon felt the need to conduct comparative studies. Surveys were therefore carried out on two neighbouring groups of disciplines: the idea was to compare one of the more "general" disciplines (Foreign Languages and Civilisations) with a neighbouring discipline having a more "vocational training" bias (Applied Languages). In 1996, the OVE ran a survey on graduates who had completed a five-year course of studies at UNSA after obtaining their school leaving certificate (“le baccalauréat”). The aim of this study was to compare the occupational fates of students depending on whether they had followed courses of a more vocational (DESS) or a more academic kind (DEA). The fact that Nice University runs a wide range of courses makes it possible to carry out comparative studies of this kind on the whole set of DEA and DESS diplomas delivered by this institution.

What conclusions were reached at the end of the first few surveys? One of the main points worth noting was the fact that careers surveys of this kind which have a purely local basis and cover only a few disciplines tend to be problematic. The aims of local surveys are basically qualitative: they serve less to provide general information about transition to work than to set up employment directories to help and inform students and give them a better picture of the opportunities available on the local and regional labour market. In addition, when surveys of this kind are restricted to a single discipline and a single educational establishment, and therefore cover only a small population, the rigorous methods of research designed for national transition to work surveys cannot be applied. What is more, if there are no comparable data available elsewhere, studies of this kind are bound to give only a very patchy picture of the transition to work process. In fact, if one works on the scale of a single university, one will lack the broader references required to be able to perform the following tasks:


- to analyse the similarities and differences between results (as regards employment, unemployment, the transition time lags, sectors of activity, occupations, etc.) obtained on people from different streams or after completing courses of study at different levels, 


- to compare local indicators with those observed at the regional or national level. Here it should be said that the survey entitled "Bac+5", which covered all the disciplines available at Nice University at this level, was definitely a step in the right direction, although it was not possible to make comparisons between the results obtained with other findings made at a more regional or national level. 
 A national survey with a local extension.

It was then attempted to draw up an overall picture of the professional openings available to UNSA graduates, with a view to assessing the efficiency of the various degrees and diplomas delivered by the University from the professional point of view. In 1997, the OVE therefore carried out a survey in collaboration with the Céreq
 on all those who had graduated from the University of Nice three years previously with second or third cycle degrees. This was again a local survey, but it was set in a national context, since the Céreq was carrying out a similar survey on the national scale, using strictly identical methods. The advantages of this study were therefore two-fold: the information collected gave a highly detailed picture, which can only be achieved on the local scale, and yet the results could also be readily compared with those obtained on the national scale. 

Although the standard indicators (employment and unemployment rates, mobility, the occupational status reached, etc.) have to be handled with care since by definition, these indicators give an overall picture of  all the various local situations together, we thought it might be worth making some national and international comparisons. The aim here was to assess the results obtained in comparison with a standard reference model; while at the same time re-assessing the definition and the validity of the model itself, in the light of the results obtained at the local level. 

The background to the survey in question was as follows: the statistical tools available for dealing with the relationships between training and employment have evolved considerably during the last twenty-five years. Au départ, il s'agissait d'élaborer un outil permettant d'évaluer, au niveau national, les débouchés des principales filières du système éducatif, aux fins de combler les déficits en main d'oeuvre qualifiée.  At the beginning, it was necessary to develop means of assessing the professional outlets available to those leaving the main educational streams at the national level, and thus to compensate for the shortage of qualified workers. Nowadays, with the development of unemployment and instability and the emergence of fuzzy situations mid-way between employment and unemployment, the aim is rather to define the main factors contributing to access to employment. Under these conditions, diplomas are obviously still one of the main explanatory variables, although the relationship between people’s qualifications and the jobs they hold are tending to be viewed these days in a less mechanistic light, since it can also depend on a whole set of factors ranging from the graduates’ social background to their age, their position in the life cycle, their family circumstances and the local transition to work conditions.

The analytical approach used has therefore been refined, and at the same time, the number of players involved has increased. Many factors such as the difficulties increasingly encountered by graduates attempting to enter the world of work, the existence of regional disparities and the decentralisation of the French administrative system have increased the number of organisations working in this field, such as the various university and regional monitoring centres, the SCUIO
, etc. Consequently, the wide range of information produced and the various methods used made it necessary to calibrate the methods used in national surveys. In a paper published in 1994, A. Desrosières 1994 reported that the statistical apparatus has evolved as fast as the French State itself
. The approach used by statisticians has consisted of defining areas for national comparisons which can be used to classify, encode and count the facts on which the country’s main actors base their decisions. According to Desrosières, it has thus become possible to describe the whole territory. However, in the 70s, due to the increasing unemployment and occupational instability, the whole landscape underwent a change, and new administrative entities came into being (employment pools, priority educational zones, etc.).  These new structures led to the creation of new local information and monitoring systems which were not particularly highly standardised, and this gave rise to some new problems as to how the various findings could be compared. Discrepancies were therefore liable to exist between national descriptions of the French territory and those generated by the new local arrangements.

The situation I have very briefly outlined here also applies to the production of data about university students. During the last twenty years, the number of organisations working in this field has mushroomed, especially at the local level (SCUIO, University monitoring centres, etc.), but also in a few cases at the regional level, and the information generated is unfortunately not always very consistent with that produced at the national level in France. 

The results of the survey in question (which ended in October 1998), showed that the transition to work of the university students in Nice was strongly oriented towards the local labour market. This is in line with the national findings, according to which roughly two-thirds of all university graduates from the provincial universities find employment locally. This seems to be one of the main changes which have occurred in France during the last twenty years. The conclusion we reached in one of the earliest transition to work surveys carried out in France on the scale of a single university, the University of Nice
, was that the labour market for those graduating from the higher educational establishments in France was a national market. There were few local opportunities for those seeking work at "executive" level and those who found employment locally were mainly not university graduates. Within less than 20 years, the number of young graduates who have completed short or long higher educational courses has increased more than two-fold in France. During the same period, the number of jobs available at the “executive” level increased sharply. The Universities and their graduates have thus come to occupy an increasingly important position, as confirmed in our latest survey by the increasingly large proportion of openings found to exist in the production sector of the economy. On similar lines, the number of courses with a vocational training bias is also developing
.

In short, the universities and the economic community set up links during the eighties which have certainly contributed to improving the transition to work of graduates at the local level. In this respect, the universities are gradually becoming players on the local employment scene. On the other hand, this commitment of the universities to local economic affairs might favour the development of inequalities due to differences between the specific characteristics of the local economies and the local labour markets rather than to the way the educational system actually works. However, although graduates are now finding more local opportunities than previously, we should not forget that the most geographically mobile candidates have the best chances of finding jobs in keeping with their qualifications and their vocational training, and this is especially true in the case of civil servants. 

All in all, borrowing from the Céreq the method used to analyse graduates’ transition to work processes has turned out to be a good idea. In the first place, this has enabled us to take stock of the local situation in terms which lend themselves to comparisons. Comparisons between standard indicators at the local versus national levels make it possible to clearly determine the specific conditions on which the transition to work of young university graduates depends. Comparisons of this kind also show that these transition to work indicators have nothing to do with the scores obtained by establishments in terms of their students’ success rates.

In the second place, as in national surveys, this method makes it possible to collect some fairly accurate information about the conditions surrounding graduates’ transition to work, the jobs they secure and even about the spatial pattern of the transition process. On the other hand, we cannot expect surveys of this kind to tell us more about these aspects than they set out to do. In particular, a survey on those graduating from a given university is bound to depend on the annual output, in terms of the numbers leaving both the establishment and the educational system. This means that the statistical processing of this information will depend on the number of individuals involved: at the level of a single establishment, an approach of this kind will satisfactorily account in statistical terms for the transition processes at work in each discipline or at each graduate level, but it will not be suitable for making highly detailed internal comparisons between the various streams with which the establishment deals. Likewise, the aim here is not to speculate about the prospects for occupations and vocational training courses. On the other hand, extending surveys of this kind to include several establishments in the same region would certainly make some interesting comparisons possible. On the scale of a single university, the data obtained in this way and the conclusions to which they lead should be useful to decision-makers in the following ways:


-first, by showing up the main economic and social functions served by the universities, 


-secondly, by showing the effects of the educational and social factors on which students’ access to the labour market depends, as well as the influence of the external labour market conditions on students’ transition to work, 


-and lastly, by mapping employment pools and defining their specificities, thus providing a local picture of the transition process. 

In the latter respect, the system still requires to be perfected as little attention has been paid so far in previous surveys to the spatial aspects of transition to work. The questionnaire used here, which focused mainly on the respondents’ branch of activity, does not give as complete an idea of spatial mobility patterns as the existing calendars of employment and unemployment. However, to be able to accurately assess the role played by higher educational graduates in the local economy, it is also necessary to improve the information systems about local employment pools to be able to assess the rates of penetration of recent graduates on local labour markets. 

From what has been said above, we now need to obtain some really comparable data so that we can examine the factors responsible for the variations liable to occur: it does not suffice to compare local and national situations by simply setting data on the relevant indicators side by side. As I have pointed out above, students’ transition to work has nothing to do with the scores obtained by educational establishments in terms of the success rates achieved, as the transition process depends first and foremost on external labour market conditions which are practically independent of the educational system, and on the way in which the transaction between a diploma and a job is carried out.

To conclude, the Observatoire periodically undertakes assessments of the transition to work of all the University’s graduates, while striving to maintain points of comparison with the data obtained at the national level. The latest survey was carried out in 2001 on those who graduated in 1998, based on the same questionnaire as that used in the Céreq’s "Génération 98" survey. This survey made it possible to determine the conditions under which these graduates began to earn their living over a period of time, providing relevant statistics in each case. Further studies are now required with a view to providing students with more relevant information, advising those in charge of vocational training courses what has become of their former students, and suggesting what links need to be set up between the universities and partners in socio-economic spheres.
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