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Executive Summary 

 

Participation in post-compulsory education in England increased from 45% in 1988 to 70% in 

1993, but has remained at roughly 70% ever since.  This slowdown in participation growth 

has resulted in both a slowdown in qualification attainment and a slowdown in higher 

education participation.  Since it is almost unive rsally accepted that UK economic 

performance depends strongly on the stock of skills and qualifications possessed by its 

workforce, it is important to understand the factors underlying this slowdown. 

There are two categories of factors commonly assumed to drive participation in post-

compulsory education:  those that vary at the individual level – such as exam achievement 

and parental social class – and those that vary at an aggregate level such as local 

unemployment.  Previous work based on cross-sectional data has found strong positive 

correlations between exam achievements and participation and social class and participation. 

Yet exam achievement continued to increase after 1993, and there is no evidence of a 

substantial change in the socio-economic composition of school- leaving cohorts over this 

period. 

A more promising explanation for the slowdown is unemployment. Assuming that 

school- leavers are more likely to participate when unemployment is high, the increased 

unemployment associated with the recession of the early 1990s coupled with the subsequent 

decrease in unemployment post 1993 provides a story that fits the facts.  Based on the 

existing evidence however, the story is not plausible, simply because the correlation found 

between unemployment and participation is not strong enough to explain the observed 

participation trends.  

This existing evidence is however rather shaky.  This stems from the fact that 

aggregate variables are inherently difficult to identify in cross-sectional data, forcing us to 

rely on correlations between national- level participation and national- level unemployment 

observed over time.  Although the participation-unemployment relationship estimated in this 

way is generally found to be weak or non-existent, this may be because other national- level 

forces are at work, hiding the true nature of this relationship.  

In this research we analyse the effects of aggregate variables – including 

unemployment – on participation using a twenty-year panel of regional- level data. Exploiting 

the variation in participation and these aggregate variables over time and between regions 



should allow us to get a better grip on the effects of these aggregate variables on 

participation.  

The key findings are: 

 

• Local unemployment has a major impact on the participation decision, particularly 

for boys.  The effects are estimated to be at least twice as large as those previously 

found, and can broadly explain the recent slowdown in participation growth.  For 

girls, the effects are weaker, and so a part of the recent trend remains unexplained. 

 

• Other aggregate level effects of importance are national rates of return to 

participation, supply constraints (as measured by the size of the school- leaving 

cohort) and peer group effects (as inferred from the fact that participation in one 

year is found to depend on participation in the previous year).  

 

• We disaggregate the data by sector and nature of qualification.  In particular, we 

assume that school- leavers first decide whether or not to participate in the school 

sector (school sixth forms and sixth-form colleges) and pursue academic 

qualifications.  If they decide not to, we assume that they then decide whether or 

not to participate in the further education sector (further education and tertiary 

colleges) and pursue vocational qualifications.  Considered in this way, we find 

that unemployment and supply constraint effects have a large impact on the 

second choice, but not the first. 
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Figure 1: Participation in Post-Compulsory Full-Time Education: 1950-2000
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Figure 2: Time Series Participation Data
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Figure 3: Time Series Exam and Income Data
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Figure 4: Time-Series Unemployment, Returns and Cohort Size Data
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Table 1: Participation Assumptions from Highest Qualification in the LFS & GHS 
 
 Leave Participate-Vocational Participate-Academic 
GHS O levels 

CSE 
None 

HNC/HND; Nursing 
ONC/OND; 
RSA equivalent; 
Apprenticeship 

Higher Degree 
Teaching 
A levels 
 

LFS 
1979-
1984 

O levels 
CSE; Still Study; 
None; Unknown; 
N/A 

Corp/Prof qual; Nursing; 
HNC/HND; ONC/OND; 
C&G 
Other Prof/Voc qual 

First/Higher Degree; 
Teaching (Sec); 
Teaching (Pri); A 
level 
 

LFS 
1985-
1988 

See above Other Degree; Nursing; 
BTEC Higher/HND/HNC; 
BTEC Lower/ONC/OND; 
C&G; Any other Prof/Voc 
qual 

See above 

LFS 
1989-
1991 
 

See above Other Degree; Nursing; 
BTEC Higher/HND/HNC; 
BTEC Lower/ONC/OND; 
C&G; YTS; Other Prof/Voc 
qual 

See above 
 

LFS 
1992 

See above Other Degree; Nursing; 
BTEC Higher/HND/HNC; 
BTEC Lower/ONC/OND; 
C&G; YTS; RSA 
Other Prof/Voc qual 

See above 

LFS 
1993-
1996 
 

 
GCSE  
(A-C) 
GCSE (D-F); 
CSE; None; 
Don’t Know 

Other Degree; Nursing; 
BTEC Higher/HND/HNC; 
RSA Higher; RSA 
Advanced; BTEC 
Lower/ONC/OND; C&G 
Ad; CSYS; CSYS; RSA 
Diploma; C&G Craft; BTEC 
First; BTEC General; YT; 
YTP; SCOTVEC; RSA 
other; C&G other; Other Prof 
qual 

Higher Degree; First 
Degree; Diploma in 
HE; Teaching; Other 
High Qual below 
degree level; A level; 
SCE 

 
Notes: GHS = General Household Survey; LFS = Labour Force Survey 
 



Table 2: Variable Means by Selected Regions 1976-1996 
 
 NORTH YORKS W-MID E-ANG S-EAST S-WEST 
Participation (FT) 44.027 46.696 49.564 49.866 58.214 54.216 
Participation (School) 26.062 28.147 27.908 29.933 37.984 28.173 
Participation (FE) 18.821 19.432 22.686 20.882 21.195 27.284 
>=5 A-C 22.608 22.523 23.106 25.829 27.565 27.131 
1-4 A-C 27.799 26.840 28.128 28.693 28.379 29.516 
>=1 Pass 35.206 35.462 33.522 32.247 29.156 31.613 
No Passes 13.576 14.339 14.521 11.624 11.146 9.381 
Avg Household Income 2.130 2.142 2.165 2.323 2.665 2.284 
Unemployment (18-19) 0.187 0.149 0.155 0.102 0.102 0.111 
Unemployment (Leave) 0.126 0.104 0.111 0.074 0.082 0.079 
Unemployment (Part-Voc) 0.085 0.064 0.071 0.054 0.057 0.052 
Unemployment (Part-Ac) 0.058 0.048 0.049 0.042 0.047 0.051 
Return (Part-Voc) 0.218 0.191 0.173 0.202 0.157 0.212 
Return (Part-Ac) 0.367 0.343 0.370 0.380 0.380 0.373 
Cohort Size (000) 42.35 65.63 70.32 23.85 202.82 53.77 
 
Notes: Authors calculations. 
 



Table 3: Full-Time Participation 
 
 (1) (2) (3) (4) 
 Boys Girls 
     
LDV  0.538  0.415 
  (0.084)  (0.117) 
exam5 0.961 0.473 0.684 0.512 
 (0.160) (0.144) (0.248) (0.228) 
exam4 0.414 0.027 -0.419 -0.300 
 (0.149) (0.129) (0.215) (0.163) 
exam1 0.414 0.179 -0.302 -0.194 
 (0.151) (0.128) (0.221) (0.170) 
Income 0.743 0.243 -0.046 -0.166 
 (1.228) (0.918) (1.103) (0.996) 
Youth U/e 68.302 41.912 21.873 9.835 
 (10.873) (11.857) (8.631) (6.688) 
U/e (Leave) -8.257 -10.843 -17.060 -33.269 
 (12.351) (10.583) (16.772) (15.015) 
U/e (Voc) -14.550 -16.647 12.051 15.040 
 (15.305) (12.580) (11.079) (8.804) 
U/e (Ac) 11.790 -3.194 -15.075 -10.651 
 (11.210) (8.927) (10.870) (9.937) 
Return (Ac) 1.135 2.019 -0.138 -0.081 
 (1.779) (1.399) (0.784) (0.651) 
Return (Voc) -3.112 -4.153 0.904 0.702 
 (2.504) (2.261) (1.359) (1.181) 
Cohort Size -0.066 -0.046 -0.061 -0.051 
 (0.018) (0.016) (0.028) (0.028) 
Observations 136 136 136 136 
R-squared 0.99 0.99 0.99 0.99 
 
Robust standard errors in parentheses. Estimates based on equations including a full set of  region and year dummy 
variables. LDV=lagged dependent variable. 



Table 4: Robustness Checks: Full-Time Participation (Boys) 
 
 Level First-Diff. M.A.2 M.A.3 
     
exam5 1.057 1.036 1.018 1.060 
 (0.160) (0.159) (0.166) (0.176) 
exam4 0.475 0.471 0.411 0.388 
 (0.142) (0.146) (0.154) (0.158) 
exam1 0.433 0.492 0.433 0.594 
 (0.157) (0.154) (0.159) (0.169) 
Income 1.130 0.042 1.442 3.463 
 (0.965) (0.635) (1.400) (1.640) 
Youth U/e 51.798 62.325 60.078 59.915 
 (10.876) (8.021) (11.702) (10.499) 
U/e (Leave) -7.188 8.063 -12.649 -6.135 
 (11.647) (10.974) (14.568) (13.909) 
U/e (Voc) 12.398 24.773 7.401 2.468 
 (15.500) (12.266) (19.121) (24.741) 
U/e (Ac) 20.032 7.301 34.928 45.534 
 (11.273) (6.885) (15.054) (18.787) 
Return (Ac) -0.204 -0.192 0.118 0.513 
 (1.635) (1.108) (2.545) (3.176) 
Return (Voc) -0.975 0.583 -2.813 -5.809 
 (1.501) (1.170) (2.590) (2.954) 
Cohort Size -0.056 -0.057 -0.054 -0.032 
 (0.022) (0.015) (0.023) (0.023) 
Observations 144 136 136 128 
R-squared 0.99 0.99 0.99 0.99 
 
Robust standard errors in parentheses. Estimates based on equations including a full set of  region and year dummy 
variables. Differences in specification refer to treatment of variables potentially affected by sampling error. MA2 
(MA3) refer to two- (three-) year moving averages. 



Table 5: Actual versus Predicted Changes in Full-Time Participation 
 
 1981-1988 1988-1993 1993-1996 ����������
    �
 Boys 
    �
Exam5 2.327 11.588 3.824 �	
���
Exam4 -0.045 0.027 -0.685 ��	����
Exam1 -0.559 -1.424 -1.126 ��	�
��
Income 0.356 -0.062 -0.011 �
Youth U/e -2.647 6.318 -3.074 ��	����
U/e (Leave) -0.012 -0.249 0.229 �
U/e (Voc) -0.012 -0.530 0.280 �
U/e (Ac) -0.019 0.242 -0.187 �
Return (Voc) -0.276 -0.216 0.105 �
Return (Ac) -0.014 0.059 0.007 �
Cohort Size 0.447 1.223 -0.551 ��	�
��
Time 4.415 5.325 0.381 �
Total 3.962 22.301 -0.807 �
	�
��
    �
Actual 3.409 22.864 -0.916 ���
    �
 Girls 
    �
Exam5 2.607 12.574 2.770 
	����
Exam4 -0.283 -0.277 0.804 �	�
��
Exam1 1.199 3.074 0.901 �	

��
Income -0.022 0.004 0.001 �
Youth U/e -0.656 0.875 -0.519 ��	����
U/e (Leave) -0.484 0.312 0.188 �
U/e (Voc) 0.203 -0.044 -0.045 �
U/e (Ac) -0.192 0.105 0.180 �
Return (Voc) -0.019 0.141 -0.058 �
Return (Ac) 0.016 -0.012 0.008 �
Cohort Size 0.413 1.130 -0.509 ��	����
Time -3.630 6.093 -3.373 �
Total -0.850 23.975 0.348 �	����
    �
Actual -0.861 24.278 0.223 ���
 
Predicted changes based on columns (1) and (3) of Table 3. Data for change in exam achievement and cohort size 
from Statistical Bulletins 8/99, Table 1 and Statistical First Release 45/2001, Table 1. Data for change in youth 
unemployment from Labour Market Trends March 2001, Table 5.21. Italics indicate out-of-sample period. 
Time=difference in estimated year dummy variables between last and first year of period.  
 



Table 6: Modeling the Estimated Year Dummy Variables 
 
 Levels MA3 
 Boys 
     
LDV  0.484  0.503 
  (0.243)  (0.411) 
Vc -7.648 -19.577 -0.0955 -0.067 
 (17.294) (16.476) (0.0774 (0.079) 
Ac 59.624 42.753 212.87 100.91 
 (29.910) (27.867) (30.288) (96.081) 
U/e (Leave) -460.02 -275.70 -172.53 -100.66 
 (88.032) (121.15) (68.231) (88.853) 
U/e (Voc) 477.30 266.85 0.323 0.143 
 (123.81) (152.48) (0.595) (0.601) 
U/e (Ac) 23.361 12.570 -19.523 -8.164 
 (13.513) (13.161) (17.362) (19.347) 
Observations 17 17 17 17 
R-squared 0.915 0.939 0.856 0.875 
     
 Girls 
     
LDV  0.485  0.433 
  (0.171)  (0.335) 
Vc -17.361 -15.350 -0.128 -0.045 
 (14.819) (11.603) (0.0656) (0.091) 
Ac 30.104 27.865 -35.609 -4.785 
 (19.156) (14.992) (41.645) (46.966) 
U/e (Leave) -210.71 -115.49 -225.49 -88.266 
 (95.519) (81.883) (90.354) (137.86) 
U/e (Voc) 176.70 80.218 0.120 -0.0257 
 (126.82) (104.81) (0.419) (0.422) 
U/e (Ac) 13.815 13.258 25.008 2.142 
 (13.620) (10.646) (17.120) (24.295) 
Observations 17 17 17 17 
R-squared 0.595 0.775 0.685 0.730 
 
Standard errors in parentheses. Differences in specification refer to the treatment of the rate of return and 
unemployment variables in the estimated model. MA3 refers to a three-year moving average. LDV=lagged 
dependent variable. 



Table 7: Participation in the Schools (Academic) Sector 
 
 (1) (2) (3) (4) 
 Boys Girls 
LDV  0.799  0.797 
  (0.060)  (0.073) 
exam5 0.655 0.256 0.587 0.384 
 (0.174) (0.104) (0.217) (0.120) 
exam4 0.390 -0.048 0.331 0.095 
 (0.143) (0.092) (0.162) (0.107) 
exam1 0.318 0.059 0.006 0.051 
 (0.129) (0.088) (0.156) (0.104) 
Income 0.308 0.937 -1.022 -0.031 
 (1.050) (0.565) (1.137) (0.706) 
Youth U/e 8.429 1.225 -9.149 -11.936 
 (10.743) (7.349) (5.910) (4.390) 
U/e (Leave) 6.357 2.220 -3.845 -24.554 
 (9.807) (6.265) (17.002) (10.507) 
U/e (Voc) -11.286 0.786 -12.294 0.457 
 (13.810) (8.925) (11.389) (7.664) 
U/e (Ac) 0.298 -17.414 2.714 2.978 
 (11.335) (6.571) (8.538) (5.634) 
Return (Ac) 3.031 2.801 -0.639 -0.742 
 (1.925) (1.322) (0.908) (0.524) 
Return (Voc) -3.739 -2.718 -0.021 -0.829 
 (2.394) (1.852) (1.469) (0.874) 
Cohort Size -0.013 -0.012 0.020 -0.022 
 (0.015) (0.011) (0.020) (0.016) 
Observations 136 136 136 136 
R-squared 0.99 0.99 0.98 0.99 
 
Robust standard errors in parentheses. Estimates based on equations including a full set of  region and year dummy 
variables. LDV=lagged dependent variable. 



Table 8: Participation in the Further Education (Vocational) sector 
 
 (1) (2) (3) (4) 
 Boys Girls 
LDV  0.698  0.454 
  (0.082)  (0.151) 
exam5 1.121 0.252 1.173 0.722 
 (0.333) (0.213) (0.428) (0.424) 
exam4 0.671 -0.077 -0.491 -0.439 
 (0.270) (0.181) (0.362) (0.282) 
exam1 0.682 0.107 -0.167 -0.220 
 (0.276) (0.175) (0.374) (0.291) 
Income 1.005 -0.742 1.063 0.290 
 (2.082) (1.386) (1.872) (1.691) 
Youth U/e 110.902 61.329 51.129 25.277 
 (18.385) (19.129) (16.572) (11.213) 
U/e (Leave) -0.979 -22.177 -1.657 -32.588 
 (21.146) (15.885) (26.187) (23.178) 
U/e (Voc) -6.591 -26.141 26.304 26.198 
 (28.931) (17.967) (16.846) (13.572) 
U/e (Ac) 15.051 6.703 -30.120 -23.764 
 (19.256) (12.821) (17.743) (17.217) 
Return (Ac) -1.196 1.014 0.221 0.364 
 (3.052) (2.012) (1.196) (0.993) 
Return (Voc) -1.992 -4.765 1.907 2.213 
 (4.141) (3.016) (1.782) (1.700) 
Cohort Size -0.168 -0.090 -0.189 -0.129 
 (0.034) (0.038) (0.045) (0.058) 
Observations 136 136 136 136 
R-squared 0.98 0.99 0.98 0.99 
 
Robust standard errors in parentheses. Estimates based on equations including a full set of  region and year dummy 
variables. LDV=lagged dependent variable. 



Table 9: Actual versus Predicted Changes in Participation by Sector (Boys) 
 
 1981-1988 1988-1993 1993-1996 ����������
    �
 School Sector 
    �
Exam5 1.587 7.901 2.607 �	����
Exam4 -0.042 0.025 -0.646 ��	����
Exam1 -0.429 -1.093 -0.865 ��	�
��
Income 0.147 -0.026 -0.005  
Youth U/e -0.327 0.780 -0.379 ��	
�
�
U/e (Leave) 0.010 0.192 -0.176  
U/e (Voc) -0.009 -0.411 0.217  
U/e (Ac) 0.000 0.006 -0.005  
Return (Voc) -0.332 -0.260 0.126  
Return (Ac) -0.037 0.156 0.020  
Cohort Size 0.091 0.248 -0.112 ��	��
�
Time 0.680 5.049 -1.585  
Total 1.337 12.567 -0.801 �	����
    �
Actual 1.750 12.799 -0.883 ���
    �
 Further Education Sector 
    �
Exam5 2.715 13.518 4.461 �	�

�
Exam4 -0.073 0.044 -1.111 ��	����
Exam1 -0.921 -2.348 -1.857 ��	����
Income 0.481 -0.084 -0.016  
Youth U/e -4.297 10.258 -4.991 ���	�

�
U/e (Leave) -0.001 -0.030 0.027  
U/e (Voc) -0.005 -0.240 0.127  
U/e (Ac) -0.024 0.310 -0.238  
Return (Voc) -0.177 -0.138 0.067  
Return (Ac) 0.015 -0.062 -0.008  
Cohort Size 1.146 3.134 -1.412 ��	����
Time 4.049 -2.355 3.932  
Total 2.906 22.007 -1.018 �
	����
     
Actual 2.788 22.003 -0.889 ���
 
Predicted changes based on column (1) of Table 7 (school) and Table 8 (FE). Data for change in exam achievement 
and cohort size from Statistical Bulletins 8/99, Table 1 and Statistical First Release 45/2001, Table 1. Data for 
change in youth unemployment from Labour Market Trends March 2001, Table 5.21.Italics indicate out-of-sample 
period. Time=difference in estimated year dummy variables between last and first year of period.  



 

Table 10: Actual versus Predicted Changes in Participation by Sector (Girls) 
 
 1981-1988 1988-1993 1993-1996 ����������
    �
 School Sector 
    �
Exam5 2.235 10.780 2.375 
	����
Exam4 0.224 0.219 -0.636 ��	�
��
Exam1 -0.025 -0.064 -0.019 ��	����
Income -0.489 0.086 0.016 �
Youth U/e 0.274 -0.366 0.217 �	��
�
U/e (Leave) -0.109 0.070 0.042 �
U/e (Voc) -0.207 0.045 0.046 �
U/e (Ac) 0.035 -0.019 -0.032 �
Return (Voc) 0.000 -0.003 0.001 �
Return (Ac) 0.073 -0.056 0.037 �
Cohort -0.137 -0.375 0.169 �	�
��
Time -0.825 2.416 -1.778 �
Total 1.049 12.732 0.439 �	����
    �
Actual 1.298 12.851 0.426 ���
    �
 Further Education Sector 
    �
Exam5 4.466 21.542 4.746 �	��
�
Exam4 -0.332 -0.324 0.943 �	

��
Exam1 0.664 1.703 0.499 �	����
Income 0.509 -0.089 -0.016 �
Youth U/e -1.534 2.045 -1.214 ��	����
U/e (Leave) -0.047 0.030 0.018 �
U/e (Voc) 0.443 -0.096 -0.099 �
U/e (Ac) -0.384 0.210 0.360 �
Return (Voc) -0.041 0.297 -0.122 �
Return (Ac) -0.025 0.019 -0.013 �
Cohort 1.286 3.519 -1.586 ��	����
Time -7.624 -1.577 -3.585 �
Total -2.619 27.279 -0.069 �	��
�
    �
Actual -2.417 27.168 -0.029 ���
 
Predicted changes based on column (3) of Rtable 5 (school) and Rtable 6 (FE). Data for change in exam achievement 
and cohort size from Statistical Bulletins 8/99, Table 1 and Statistical First Release 45/2001, Table 1. Data for 
change in youth unemployment from Labour Market Trends March 2001, Table 5.21. Italics indicate out-of-sample 
period. Time=difference in estimated year dummy variables between last and first year of period.  
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