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Australia

The Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) Survey of Education
and Work, 2004, presents information about the educational
experience of people aged 15-64, especially in relation to their
labour force status. Statistics in the 2004 survey were collected
as a suppliement to the ABS monthly Labour Force Survey.

The survey contains information on participation and

attainment, and qualifications are described in a way that enables
classification in terms of NQF levels. There is no information

in the survey on retention.

Unfortunately the May 2004 Survey of Education and Work did

not contain information on the highest level of education attained.
Therefore, to calculate the attainment indicators reflecting stocks,
we had to rely on data from the 2001 Survey of Education, Training
and Information Technology (SETIT). This surveyed individuals
about their education and training experiences, and respondents
were asked in particular to identify their highest year of school
completed and the level of their highest non-school qualification.
The responses from these two questions were used to compile

an indicator reflecting the highest level of educational attainment.

Canada

The 2001 Census of Population provides information on the
highest degree, certificate or diploma attained in addition

to the demographic, social and economic characteristics

of the entire population. Although the information available on
qualifications attained is relatively detailed, it would have been
desirable to have more information to enable a more robust
allocation of qualifications to NQF levels.

Denmark

We did not examine the Danish Labour Force Survey or the
Census, as all the information that we required was available
from administrative data sources.

The United States

We assessed the Current Population Survey (CPS) to gauge
whether it contained suitable information that could be used

to construct any of the indicators. The CPS is a monthly survey
of unemployment and labour force participation. In addition

to labour force statistics, there are a number of CPS supplements
covering a range of subjects, including schooling. We examined
the October 20041 school enrolment supplement that contained
information on current grade or year attended and the highest
level of school completed or degree received. Although the
gualifications recorded were relatively detailed, ideally more
information would have been useful to permit a more robust
allocation of qualifications to NQF levels.



Assessment of national Labour Force Surveys/Censuses

Labour Force Surveys and Censuses provide some useful
information on participation and attainment in terms of stocks.
Furthermore, these data sources tend to report information

on both academic qualifications (in some detail) and vocational
qualifications (in less detail). Finally, although the level of
detail recorded relating to qualifications is not ideal, these data
sources do allow us to allocate qualifications to NQF levels,
albeit approximately.

53
Recommendations

Our analysis of Labour Force Surveys/Censuses and
administrative data sources suggests no single type of data
will provide all the information that we need to construct
the indicators. Therefore, we propose to use a combination
of data sources in our construction of the indicators.

We report the full list of data sources used to construct each
of the indicators in Tables 10-12 in Appendix 3.
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Table 6

Participation indicators —
proportion of group
currently studying at
different levels
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Country results

In this section we discuss the results from our benchmarking
analysis. We consider participation, attainment and retention
in turn.

6.1
Participation

Table 6 shows the participation indicators calculated for each
of the countries. Unfortunately we were unable to obtain any
participation information for Canada.

Australia Denmark us England
Indicator (%) (2001) Canada (2001) (2001) (2003)
P1: 15-24 yearolds Level 3 13.76 25.21 5.24 8.13
P2: All aduits Level 3 or higher 8.16 5.12 8.11 6.10
P3: Ali adults Level 3 3.90 5.12 1.09 3.70
P4: Al adults Level 2 2.15 2.40 1.09 1.60
P5: Alf adults Level 1 0.01 0.19 2.96 4.90

9 See Appendix 2 for a discussion
relating to population data.

Looking at the percentage of 15-24° year-olds currently
participating in a programme leading to LLevel 3 qualifications
(indicator P1) we observe that Denmark ranks the highest

on the basis of this indicator, followed by Australia. England

ranks third in terms of the percentage of 15-24 year-olds currently
enrolled on a programme leading to a Level 3 qualification,
followed by the US.

In terms of participation in programmes leading to a qualification
at Level 3 or higher, we observe that Australia performs the

best on the basis of this indicator (P2), closely followed by the
US. At the other end of the scale, Australia has hardly any people
participating in programmes leading to Entry level or Level 1
qualifications. This is in contrast to England, where nearly
one-in-twenty of the working population is currently enrolled on

a programme leading to an Entry level or Level 1 qualification.

Our analysis of participation indicators reveals that it is difficult
to identify who is the ‘best in the world’ in terms of participation.
Although Australia appears to perform strongly in respect of

the indicator showing the proportion of the population of working
age currently enrolled on Level 4 plus programmes, Denmark has
a larger share of the working population enrolled on programmes
leading to qualifications at Levels 2 and 3. Nevertheless, even
though it is difficult to identify a single country that is ‘world
leader’, some patterns do emerge. In particular, it appears that
England lags behind both Denmark and Australia in terms of the
proportion of the population working towards obtaining
qualifications above Level 1.



Table 7

Attainment indicators —
proportion of group
enrolled on a programme
that successfully
completes the programme

6.2
Attainment

Table 7 shows indicators calculated for the benchmark countries,
reflecting the proportion of the population attaining different
qualifications during the course of a year. For each indicator, we
calculate the number of people who attain a qualification during
the course of a year as a proportion of the number of people
enrolled on the relevant programmes.

The table shows that it is relatively difficult to collect data
across countries that reflects the proportion of the population
enrolled on different programmes that also successfully
completes those programmes. Even if this data is available,

the construction and interpretation of attainment indicators
relating to flows is difficult. We were able to collect data for only
two countries, England and Denmark.

In the case of Denmark, we observed that some of the
attainment indicators are greater than 100%. One possible
explanation for this is that in Denmark students are only recorded
as participating on a particular programme once they have
completed the programme, and where individuals participate in

a number of short programmes within the space of ayear. It is
then possible that due to recording delays the number of people
attaining a qualification is greater than the number of people
enrolled on programmes. This is particularly likely to be a problem
for Entry level, Level 1 and Level 2 programmes that are typically
relatively short in length. For this reason we did not consider
indicators Al and A2.

However, it is possible to compare attainment at Levels 3 and 4
or higher (indicators A3 and A4) across England and Denmark.
We observed that in England a lower proportion of people

of working age enrolled on programmes at Level 3 or above are
likely to successfully complete them, to the point of achieving

a qualification, than compared to Denmark.

Denmark England
Indicator (%) Australla Canada (2001) us (2003)
Al: All adults lower than Level 2 188.78 72.09
AZ2: Al aduits Level 2 140.41 51.6 -
A3: All adults Leve! 3 85.80 63.5
A4: All adults higher than Level 3 69.50 57.25
A5: 19 year-olds Level 3 19.56



Table 8
Attainment indicators ~
highest level of attainment
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Table 8 shows the proportion of the population aged 15-24

that has attained a Level 3 qualification (indicator A6) and the
proportion of the population of working age that has attained
qualifications at particular levels (indicators A7-A10). Overall,
the table indicates that it is relatively straightforward to calculate
indicators reflecting the stock of qualifications attained by the
population of working age or other age groups.

More specifically, looking first at the proportion of the population
aged between 15 and 24 that has attained a Level 3 qualification,
we observe that Australia ranks the highest on the basis of this
indicator, followed by Denmark and then England. The US ranks
the lowest on this indicator, with only around one-in-ten of the age
group holding a Level 3 qualification.

In contrast, however, when we look at the proportion of the
population of working age with a qualification higher than Level 3,
we find that the pattern is reversed — the US has the highest
proportion of the population of working age with qualifications
at Level 4 or greater, whereas Australia has the lowest. Looking
at qualifications lower than Level 2, England has the highest
proportion of the population of working age where the highest
qualification attained is an Entry level or Level 1 qualification.
At the other end of the spectrum, Australia has the lowest
proportion of the population of working age with an Entry level
or Level 1 qualification as the highest attainment.

Australia C da' D k uUs England
Indicator (%) (2001) (2001) (2001) (2001) (2003)
AB: 15-24 yearolds Level 3 42.05 21.96 30.39 11.70 28.32
A7: All adults lower than Level 2 4.38 33.20 12.58 14.74 33.30
A8: All adults Level 2 39.90 11.51 28.46 16.76 21.80
A9: All adults Level 3 31.74 22.38 34.37 15.45 19.40
A10: All aduits Level 3 or higher 23.98 32.92 24.58 53.05 25.60

10 The data did not allow certificates

(classed as a Level 2 qualification)
to be separated out from

diplomas (a Levei 3 qualification).
Therefore, we have allocated

trade certificates and dipiomas

to Level 2 and college certificates
and diplomas to Level 3.

In conclusion, although the table shows that it is possible to
obtain comparable information on levels of attainment in
different countries, our analysis does not point to one country

in particular being the '‘best in the world’ in terms of either the
highest qualification attained or the proportion of the population
of working age that successfully completes programmes.

Our analysis does suggest, however, that, again, Australia

and Denmark perform better than England with respect of the
proportion of the working population whose highest qualification
is at either Level 2 or Level 3. At the upper end of the scale,

the US has the highest proportion of the working population
whose highest qualifications are Level 4 or higher and England
ranks third behind the two North American countries.



Retention

Finally, we ook at differences in the proportions of students
across the comparator countries who complete the programmes
on which they enrol.

As a general point, we found that it was most difficult to
gather data reflecting retention across countries for a number
of reasons.

First, we have had to rely exclusively on administrative data to
construct these indicators and, given that people attend different
institutions, the information to construct these on a robust

basis would need to be collected from schools, further education
colleges and other training providers.

Second, construction of retention indicators for courses

of differing durations is complex, as we need to have
information about when people start and when they complete
their programmes.

Third, where we have information only on the numbers of people
enrolled on a programme and qualifications obtained, it is difficult
to identify whether people have actually dropped out of their
programmes or whether they have been unsuccessful in attaining
their qualifications.

In view of these difficulties, we have not conducted

a cross-country comparison of the indicators that we have
constructed, as we do not have comparable indicators for each
of the countries. Instead, we report school retention indicators
for Australia and the US for grade 10 (completion of which

is broadly equivalent to attaining a Level 2 qualification) and
grade 12 (completion of which is broadly equivalent to attaining
a Level 3 gualification). We also compare retention indicators
for Denmark and for England.

In Austratia we found that the average retention rate for full-time
students between year 7 oryear 8 (depending on the state or
territory) and year 10 in 2003 was 90.3%. In other words, nine
out of ten students who started their secondary school education
continued until the end of year 10. In contrast, we find that, in
the US, of the students that participated in a year 10 programme
in 200102, 95.68% completed the year. Looking at retention
rates for all students in Australian schools in 2003 between

year 10 and year 12, we observed that 80.7% of students who
enrolled in year 10 went on to complete year 12. In contrast,

in the US, 95% of students who started year 12 in 2001-02 went
on to complete year 12.
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Figure 2 shows retention rates for England and Denmark for
programmes at different levels. Note that the indicators are

not strictly comparable, as the Danish indicators cover retention
on both academic and vocational programmes, whereas

the English indicators do not include any information on retention
within schools. Although it is difficult to make comparisons
between the two countries in terms of the levels of the indicators,
it is interesting to note that in both England and Denmark,
retention is less of a problem for students participating in

Level 3 programmes.

AN
N
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R1: R2: R3: R4:
Less than level 2 Level 2 Level 3 Level 3 or more
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Section 7

The LSDA commissioned Frontier on behalf of the LSC to
undertake an empirical assessment to see whether it is possible
to compare post-16 performance in the English learning and
skills sector with the ‘best in the world'. Specifically, this study
has looked at the following questions:

m Who is the ‘best in the world’ in generating knowledge and skills?

® What indicators reflect the ‘best in the world’ in generating
knowledge and skills?

® To what extent is it possible to measure the ‘best in the world’
in knowledge and skilis?

m How well does England'’s post-16 education sector perform in
generating knowledge and skills?

We have found that although it is possible to gather some useful
information relating to participation, retention and attainment

in the post-16 learning and skills sector in a number of countries,
it is difficult to compare precisely post-16 performance across
different countries.

Nevertheless, this study has yielded some useful information

on participation in programmes at different levels for Australia,
Denmark and the US. The study has also provided useful
cross-country comparative information on the highest
qualifications attained at different NQF levels in Australia,
Canada, Denmark and the US. However, we have found it very
difficult to produce any useful comparative information on
retention indicators, largely because of the detailed information
requirements needed to calculate these. Therefore, we can
conclude that this study represents a considerable advancement
in terms of providing information that the LSC requires in order
to compare England’s performance against the ‘best in the world.

7.1

Who is the ‘best in the world’ in knowledge and skills?

We defined the set of countries comprising the ‘best in the world’
as those who rank highly on indicators reflecting not only
qualifications, but also knowledge and skills and productivity.

On the basis of this analysis, as an initial starting point

we suggested that the following countries might be good
comparators for England: Australia, Finland, Denmark, Ireland,
Canada, Norway, New Zealand, Japan, Belgium, the United
States, Denmark, Germany, the Netherlands and France.
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Indicators to reflect the ‘best in the world’ in knowledge
and skills

Having identified which countries are the ‘best in the world,

we needed to select a useful set of indicators that reflect whether
the LSC has successfully contributed to a learning and skills
sector that generates people with productive skills. In this study
we considered a list of indicators relating to:

participation — encouraging people to enrol on programmes

retention — ensuring that those who enrol also stay on the
programme until they complete it

attainment — attainment of qualifications act as a signifier of the
programmes people have completed.

We considered indicators expressed in terms of NQF leveis,
focusing on Levels 2 and 3, as this is of most interest to the
LSC from a policy perspective.

73
Dataissues

We assessed the available data sources to identify which
countries it would be possible to construct indicators for.
We evaluated data sources in terms of the extent to which
data sources recorded:

m information on participation, retention and attainment

academic and vocational qualifications

m enough detail to enable indicators to be expressed in terms

of NQF levels.

We found that only the data sources for Australia, Canada,
Denmark and the US (in addition to England) fulfilled
these criteria.

In constructing the indicators for these five countries, it has
been necessary to draw on a wide number of data sources —
both administrative sources and national Labour Force
Surveys/Censuses. No single tier of data contains sufficient
information to caliculate the participation, retention and
attainment indicators.

In addition, although we have found a number of data sources
that provide information on participation, retention and
attainment for the benchmark countries, much of the information
recorded on qualifications is not sufficiently detailed to allow us
to categorise different countries qualifications in terms of NQF
levels. This has hampered our ability to produce comparable
indicators across the four countries.
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7.4
How does England compare to the ‘best in the world’?

With regard to the extent to which England matches the ‘best in
the world’ we conclude the following:

No single country is the ‘best in the world’ on the basis of all
our measures.

England lies behind both Australia and Denmark when looking
at the proportion of the population of working age currently
enrolied on programmes leading to Level 2, Level 3 or Levei 4
and higher qualifications.

Australia and Denmark rank highly in terms of the proportion

of the working population whose highest qualification is at Level 2
or Level 3. England ranks behind both these countries at Level 2
and also behind Canada at Level 3.

Looking ahead, to compute a robust set of indicators consistent
with those defined in this study on an annual basis over the
next five years would require considerably more investment on
the part of the LSC. A question that the LSC/LSDA might like

to consider is whether the cost of this investment is outweighed
by the benefit.
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Appendix 2

Population data sources

In this appendix we report the population data sources that we
have used to construct the indicators for each country.

UK

We used population estimates drawn from the Labour Force
Survey (LFS) for the construction of the participation and stock
attainment indicators. Given that the Labour Force Survey is

a sample of the full national population, there is some degree
of sampling error attached to the estimation. In the LFS the
standard error of any estimate based on data for the full working
age adult population of a particular gender is approximately
0.25%. Thus we can be 95% sure that the true proportion in
the UK population is +/— one half of a percentage point around
the estimated proportion in the report.

Canada

We drew on information on attainment and population from
the Canadian Census. This is based on a one-in-five sample
of all households. The overall response rate to the Census
is around 98.4%.

Unites States

We used population estimates drawn from the Current Population
Survey. This is a monthly survey of households conducted by

the Bureau of the Census for the Bureau of Labour Statistics

in the US. The non-interview rate for the survey ranges between
6% and 7%.

Australia

We used population data provided by the Australian Bureau

of Statistics (ABS) taken from the Census. The Census is taken
every five years and is regarded as a highly accurate count.

In between census times ABS updates population estimates
using births, deaths and migration data. The response rate to
the Australia Census is around 97 %.

Denmark

We used population data provided by Statistics Denmark. The
primary source of the data is the Central Person Register. Hence
the population data for Denmark is not based on an estimate.
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Appendix 3 Data sources used to construct the indicators

England Denmark Australia Canada us

ILR NPD MinEdu  Statbank NVCER NSCC YITS CCD BPS
Participation
P ¥ v v
P2 v ¥ v YITS sample BPS sample
P3 ¥ v ¥
P4 v v ) YITS sample
P5 v v N YITS sample BPS sample
Retention
R1 FE/WBL J
R2 FE/WBL v Some info Some info Some info
R3 FE/WBL v Some info Some info Some info
R4 FE/WBL v
Attainment
Al v J
A2 v v YITS sample
A3 v \/ YITS sample BPS sample
A4 v Y BPS sample
AS v R BPS sample
AB ) ) v
A7 v v BPS sample
A8 v R BPS sample
A9 v v
A10 v R
Table 9

Available administrative
data sources
by indicators



Table 10

Data sources used

to construct the
participation indicators

Table 11

Data sources used
to construct the
attainment indicators

Table 12

Data sources used
to construct the
retention indicators

Indicators Australia Canada Denmark us England
P1 ABS, Education and Work YITS INTE CPS LFS

P2 ABS. Education and Work X INTE CPS LFS

P8 ABS, Education and Work X INTE CPS LFS

P4 ABS, Education and Work X INTE CPS LFS

PS5 ABS, Education and Work X INTE CPS LFS
Indicators Australia Canada Denmark us England
Al X X INTE X ILR, NPD
A2 X X INTE X ILR, NPD
A3 X X INTE X ILR, NPD
A4 X X INTE X ILR, NPD
A5 X X INTE X X

AB SETIT Census of population Statbank CPRS LFS
X;w"m SETIT Census of population Statbank CPS LFS

A8 SETIT Census of population Statbank CPS LFS

A9 SETIT Census of population Statbank CPS LFS

A10 SETIT Census of population Statbank GPS LFS
Indicators Australia Canada Denmark us England

R1 X X INTE X LR

R2 NCSS X INTE CcCD ILR

R3 NCSS X INTE cCD LR

R4 X X INTE X ILR

The tables above show the data sources used to construct all
the indicators.






Further information

For further information about the
issues discussed in this publication
please contact:

Mick Fletcher

Research Manager

Learning and Skills Research Centre
Learning and Skills Development Agency
1st Floor

Equity House

Blackbrook Park Avenue

Taunton TA1 2PX

Tel 01823 446035
mfletcher@LLSDA.org.uk

This Learning and Skills Development
Agency publication results from
research commissioned by the
Learning and Skills Council.




