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Abstract

This paper provides an integrative
review on the unemployment of at-risk
youth and their transition to adulthood
within Canadian and international con-
texts. Factors that influence school-to-
work transition for at-risk youth
include: (a) international economic and
social factors, (b) fixed individual and
family factors, (c) individual and family
factors amenable to change, (d) educa-
tional contexts, (e) workplace contexts,
(f) school-to-work intersection, and (g)
outcomes for individuals. We also con-
sider the complexities of comparing and
synthesizing these factors and, finally,
suggest an agenda for action by Cana-
dian researchers and policy makers
based on the results of our integrative
review.
KEYWORDS: at-risk youth; school-to-
work transition; work-based education

Many factors appear to influence
the school-to-work transition and career

development of Canadian at-risk youth.
This paper provides an integrative re-
view on the unemployment of at-risk
youth and their transition to adulthood
within Canadian and international con-
texts. Risk is usually defined as a factor
or a confluence of factors, within a
youth’s social context, that increases the
likelihood of the youth experiencing
distress and negative developmental
outcomes in a variety of life situations
(Gerard & Buehler, 2004). Our use of
the term at-risk youth follows the defi-
nition articulated in the OECD publica-
tion Our Children at Risk (Centre for
Educational Research and Innovation,
1995), which defines at-risk youth as
“those failing in school and unsuccess-
ful in making the transition to work and
adult life and as a consequence unable
to make a full contribution to active so-
ciety” (p. 21). By youth, we refer to
those between 15 and 24 years (age
range used by Statistics Canada; Usal-
cas, 2005). Making sense of the exten-
sive international data about school-
to-work transition for at-risk youth has
proven to be complex; however, under-
standing these data may inform pro-
grams designed to meet the career needs
of at-risk youth in Canada. Our purpose
is to synthesize recent research on the
unemployment of at-risk youth and their
transition to adulthood within Canadian
and international contexts, and to con-
sider the implications for researchers
and policy makers in Canada.

Our research brings together studies
in three fields that focus on the transi-
tion from the role of high school student
to the role of productive adult, charac-
terized by career stability, healthy rela-
tionships, and community involvement.

The first field describes the international
and national context within which the
other fields are situated and reports sta-
tistical data on the scope of the problem
of at-risk youth. These studies empha-
size the growing global concern for
youth unemployment (e.g., Elder &
Schmidt, 2006; Quintini, Martin, &
Martin, 2007). The second field in-
cludes empirical research on co-opera-
tive, vocational, and work-based
education programs that provide at-risk
youth with authentic opportunities to
enhance career development in work-
place settings (e.g., Munby, Hutchinson,
Chin, Versnel, & Zanibbi, 2003; Wat-
son, 2005). The third field is develop-
mental research where persistent
findings in large-scale studies reveal
that academic achievement is one of the
strongest predictors of successful transi-
tion to adult roles. A frequent recom-
mendation of developmental researchers
and policy makers is that educators de-
velop programs that include workplace
experience to enhance students’ aca-
demic accomplishments and to steer at-
risk youth away from paths to social
exclusion (Bynner & Parsons, 2002;
Ferguson, Tilleczek, Boydell, & Rum-
mens, 2005).

Trends in Youth Unemployment
International documents consis-

tently point toward a growing youth
labor force, with youth populations in-
creasing faster than youth employment
rates worldwide (Elder & Schmidt,
2006). As a result, youth unemployment
rates in the last decade have risen to
nearly three times the rate of adult un-
employment. Youth make up 43.7% of
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the world’s unemployed despite the fact
that youth of working age constitute
only 25% of the population (Quintini et
al., 2007). While the majority of youth
are located in developing countries,
rates of unemployment have also in-
creased in developed countries includ-
ing Canada; recent data show the
current unemployment rate for youth,
15 to 24, in Canada is 16.8% while the
overall unemployment rate for Canada
is 8% (Statistics Canada, 2010). Large-
scale studies estimate that, currently, at-
risk youth make up about 25% to 30%
of youth in Canada and the United
States (Burstein, 2005; Saunders, 2008;
Scarpette, Sonnet & Manfredi, 2010;
Wilmms, 2002), and recent employment
outcome data from the United States
suggest that only about 40% of at-risk
youth are employed as young adults
(Pungello et al., 2010).

Unemployment rates of youth have
traditionally been more sensitive to de-
mographic, economic, and social shifts
than the rates for adults (Quintini et al.,
2007). When the economy is booming,
at-risk youth seek employment looking
for the success that eluded them in
school. When the economy wanes, they
are usually the first to be laid off and
few return to school, setting up a cycle
of temporary employment and marginal
attachment to the labor market. At-risk
youth are more likely than others seek-
ing employment to use temporary and
part-time work as modes of entry into
the workforce. Youth who leave educa-
tion early, particularly those who do not
complete secondary school, face in-
creased difficulty in moving out of un-
employment (Organization for Economic
and Co-operative Development; OECD,
2008b). While improvements occur dur-
ing economic booms, concerns persist
about the ability of many youth to attain
career stability (OECD, 2008c).

Improved access to data and multilat-
eral agreements for sharing data have
contributed to increased international re-
search on youth transition; however, re-
searchers have argued that decontext-
ualized data make the comparisons super-
ficial and that international compara- tive
studies of the perceptions of youth are
nonexistent. In response to critiques of
youth transition research in Britain, Byn-
ner (2001) proposed a new paradigm for
studying youth transition that enabled

comparisons between countries. He cau-
tioned that comparative research must
take account of historical and social influ-
ences. Direct comparisons of data in doc-
uments from the OECD or Eurostat are
problematic because they lack informa-
tion on the context within which the data
were collected. Additionally, the quality
of the data varies across countries and
data typically present the picture the
country wishes to project to the world.
The data do not help the reader to under-
stand the political and institutional forces
that influence youth transitions. Educa-
tion, training, and employment systems
reflect the government’s political agenda
and contribute to the pathways youth fol-
low and to defining successful outcomes.
Caution must be exercised when making
comparisons because each group of youth
studied at a particular moment in time ex-
periences a different constellation of con-
textual and policy influences. In our
review of literature, we focus specifically
on the following seven contextual influ-
ences on at-risk youth: (a) international
economic and social factors, (b) fixed in-
dividual and family factors, (c) individual
and family factors amenable to change,
(d) educational contexts, (e) workplace
contexts, (f) school-to-work intersection,
and (g) outcomes for individuals.

Given the complexities of these in-
fluences and our long-term goal of de-
veloping a model of person-context
relations to inform research on the po-
tential of work-based education pro-
grams to engage at-risk youth, our
research team completed a collaborative
process to analyze international, na-
tional, and local documents. The next
section of this paper describes the steps
we undertook to construct a template for
research team members to use to exam-
ine the related literature.

Method
A vast body of empirical and non-

peer-reviewed literature on school-to-
work transition has been published in
the past two decades. The documents
our research team gathered following a
systematic search of related databases
and internet-based resources proved to
be varied in nature, scope, and veracity.
A search was conducted using electronic
databases including PsycINFO, ERIC,
CINAHL, and Sociological Abstracts

from 1990 to 2009. The original search
strategy yielded 264 citations using
search terms “at-risk youth,” “work,”
“transition,” and “education.” The num-
ber of citations was reduced by elimi-
nating duplicate citations and documents
not available online. Hand-searching the
reference lists of these documents iden-
tified others resulting in a final list of 29
documents.

Using a template (Appendix A), 29
documents were reviewed in this analy-
sis (see Appendix B for a list of docu-
ments). These documents included: 9
peer-reviewed papers which described
quantitative and qualitative studies; 4
OECD reports written by policy ana-
lysts who accessed large survey data
bases on youth transition in selected
countries; and 9 reports prepared by
Canadian government departments or
policy research institutes using Statistics
Canada data. There were also 5 docu-
ments from Great Britain and 2 reports
by specific research or working groups
within the province of Ontario, Canada
which included curriculum guides and
website descriptions of community-
based programs offering transition inter-
ventions for at-risk youth. A mechanism
for analysis was needed to synthesize
the diverse and vast information in a
way that would inform our research pur-
pose. In order to ensure our document
analysis was systematic and objective,
we developed a document analysis tem-
plate including six “clusters” of infor-
mation aligned with risk and protective
factors identified in research on early
school leavers (Ferguson et al., 2005;
Raymond, 2008). The fifth and final
version of the template appears in Ap-
pendix A, and the synthesis of findings
is reported in the next section.

Results

Descriptive Features of Documents
The 29 online documents, which

varied in scope from local studies to syn-
theses of data from many countries, were
uploaded to an online document reposi-
tory. The intended audience for these
documents ranged widely with most in-
tended to influence policy or report on
the effects of policy implementation.
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Definition of Youth and At-Risk
Youth Based on Document Analysis

Individual countries and major in-
ternational bodies, including the OECD
(Quinitini et al., 2007) and the Interna-
tional Labour Organization (ILO; Elder
& Schmidt, 2006), have reported on the
crisis of youth employment in devel-
oped and developing economies, using
varying definitions of youth. The OECD
documents define youth as 15/16 to 24
years, with a further breakdown into
teenagers (15/16-19) and young adults
(19-24) (OECD, 2008b; Quintini et al.,
2007). The ILO adopts the United Na-
tions definition of youth as 15 to 24
years (Elder & Schmidt, 2006). Many
Canadian documents that report Statis-
tics Canada data define youth as 15 to
24 years (Usalcas, 2005).

Few international comparison doc-
uments provide a clear definition of at-
risk youth (Wilmms, 2002). Our use of
the term is consistent with the definition
in the OECD publication Our Children
at Risk (Centre for Educational Re-
search and Innovation, 1995), which de-
fines at-risk youth as “those failing in
school and unsuccessful in making the
transition to work and adult life and as a
consequence unable to make a full con-
tribution to active society” (p. 21).
Wilmms (2002) estimates that up to
30% of Canada’s youth are vulnerable
to later negative outcomes such as un-
employment and poor physical and
mental health. Some international com-
parison documents refer to NEET youth
meaning those who are neither in em-
ployment, education or training (Bynner
& Parsons, 2002), a term that is thought
to capture the lost potential of the work
force. However, NEET refers to one
group of at-risk youth while overlook-
ing other groups, such as those with
life-long health conditions or disabili-
ties, who are rarely identified in these
documents. An exception is the OECD
report Students with Disabilities, Learn-
ing Difficulties, and Disadvantages –
Statistics and Indicators (2008b).

International Economic and Social
Influences

The first cluster within our template
captured data on international and socie-
tal influences on transition. Globaliza-
tion―the interconnectedness, movement,

and communication among individuals,
economies, information, and cultures
(Burbules & Torres, 2000) - was specifi-
cally identified as important to this un-
derstanding. Within this globalized era,
“education’s challenge will be to shape
the cognitive skills, interpersonal sensi-
bilities, and cultural sophistication of
children and youth whose lives will be
both engaged in local contexts and re-
sponsive to larger transnational
processes” (Suàrez-Orozco & Qin-
Hillard, 2004, p. 3). This challenge is
amplified for students who seek to enter
the labor market directly from second-
ary school, making globalization a fun-
damental consideration in school-to-
work pathways.

Mills and Blossfeld (2004) com-
pared the effects of globalization on
transition to adulthood in 14 countries.
Four structural shifts associated with
globalization have led to increased un-
certainty in the labor market for youth
generally and even more so for those
who are at-risk―internationalization of
markets, intensification of competition,
spread of global information networks,
and a rise in the economic importance
of markets. This uncertainty is filtered
through institutions including the em-
ployment, education, welfare, and fam-
ily systems. Youth experience the
effects of globalization through the tim-
ing and ease of entry to and security
within the labor market, availability of a
social safety net, and the possibility of
partnership and parenthood.

Many documents identified global-
ization’s direct impact on youth entry to
the labor market. Youth are often unpro-
tected by seniority, lack human capital
such as education and experience, and
have weak ties to work organizations
and unions (Elder & Schmidt, 2006;
Mills & Blossfeld; 2004; OECD, 2008a).
Youth may seek shelter from this uncer-
tainty by remaining in education, reliev-
ing the immediate problem of labor
market attachment, and hoping en-
hanced human capital of education will
assure a more successful attachment
later (Mills & Blossfeld, 2004).

The education system has been di-
rectly affected by global trends. The
knowledge economy privileges those
with education and labor market experi-
ence. Youth who cannot accumulate ex-
perience must rely on education to

enhance the likelihood of labor market
attachment. The rise in more precarious
forms of employment, a direct result of
globalization, is a trap for youth without
education or access to education. In-
creased uncertainties can also lead to
educational preparation that is poorly
matched to labor market needs. Youth
who rely solely on education for their
competitive edge may be disadvantaged
compared to applicants who attain
workforce experience (Mills & Bloss-
feld, 2004).

Our analyses identified other ef-
fects of international economic and so-
cial factors. Welfare regimes (Buchholz,
Hofäcker, & Blossfeld, 2006) differ
across countries and reflect national ide-
ologies about social equality. Labor
market policies and social support
mechanisms affect the school-to-work
transition and are particularly relevant
during economic uncertainty. Some
countries have mutual obligation pro-
grams where youth must engage in
training or education programs in order
to continue to receive social assistance
(Marks, 2007). Other countries have
limited employment insurance schemes
that provide insufficient support to those
unemployed.

Finally, globalization affects the
family system, which is interdependent
with the employment system and has di-
rect consequences for the transition
from school-to-work and adult life.
Mills and Blossfeld (2004) suggest a
north-south divide in these effects. In
the south, cultures appear to be more
familistic, marriage is institutionalized,
and there is less tolerance for non-mari-
tal unions and alternative co-habitation
arrangements. In combination with the
economic effects, many young people
delay their transition to partnership and
parenthood and remain in the parental
home. The continuation of education in-
creases the economic dependence of
youth on their parents or the govern-
ment for financial support. Globally this
trend is increasing for young women in
particular (Mills & Blossfeld, 2004).
Data from countries in the north reveal a
different trend. A higher degree of toler-
ance for non-marital unions and alterna-
tive living arrangements is more
common. High rates of temporary and
part-time work may contribute to the
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postponement of commitment in the
area of family decisions.

Although living standards have in-
creased over time, the gains are dispro-
portionately distributed to certain
groups such as those already attached to
the labor market, those with education,
and those who have acquired rights
through association with unions or labor
organizations (Elder & Schmidt, 2006).
The unprotected or excluded either do
not experience increases in living stan-
dards or do so on a weaker level. Glob-
alization forces us to develop a
multi-level conception that links global
transformation to impacts at institu-
tional and individual levels. The remain-
ing clusters of our template address the
institutional and individual levels and
are discussed next.

Fixed Individual and Family Factors.
These factors included age, gender,

family socio-economic status, peer
group, health status, disability status,
and access to social support. Youth are
required to negotiate these multiple fac-
tors, which appear to have a cumulative
effect on successful transitions.

Age.
Teenagers (15-19 years) typically

have the least education and experience
and are challenged to obtain the experi-
ence valued by employers. These youth
often seek part-time, low skill work be-
cause it is more attainable. A dispropor-
tionate number of youth work in
part-time and temporary positions com-
pared to adults (Elder & Schmidt, 2006;
OECD, 2008; Quintini et al., 2007).

Gender.
Young women have more difficul-

ties finding work than young men.
When they do find work, it is often at a
lower rate of pay and in unprotected,
low skill jobs (Quintini et al., 2007).
When poor parents need to make a
choice about which of their children
should receive an education, girls tend
to be excluded first. Without an educa-
tion, chances of securing a decent job
are almost zero. That is why young girls
in the developing world have little op-
tion but to marry which, given their
poor family background, is most likely a
move from one poor household to an-

other. In OECD countries, male and fe-
male school leavers have similar em-
ployment rates in the first year out of
school but the male employment rate
climbs more steadily and steeply than
the female rate. In several OECD coun-
tries, many young females exit the labor
market to become mothers particularly
if there are good family benefits
(OECD, 2008a).

Family socio-economic status.
Family socio-economic status has

been proposed as a fixed factor. Rojew-
ski (1997) noted that adolescents from
low income households were the least
likely to be employed while still attend-
ing secondary school. Theorists have ar-
gued that adolescents from families with
lower socio-economic status may be ex-
posed to poor role models and develop
attitudes based on their parents’ nega-
tive workforce experiences. This may
also be tied to social welfare regimes
that act as disincentives to engaging in
low-paying jobs that lack security. Fam-
ily socio-economic status is also linked
to levels of parental education (Hango
& deBroucker, 2007; Shaienks, Gluszyn-
ski, & Bayard, 2008). Adolescents
whose parents who did not complete
secondary school are over-represented
in the data on early school leavers.

Peer group.
Our template included peers as a

fixed factor but this was not an evident
influence in the documents reviewed.
An indirect relationship between peer
group and transition was anticipated as
negative peer relationships are strongly
correlated with low school commitment,
which can affect the success of the tran-
sition from school-to-work (Zeman &
Bressan, 2006). There were no data in
the documents we reviewed to support
this as a fixed factor that could alone af-
fect the transition process.

Health and disability status.
This factor was identified in some

documents; however few dealt with
health and disability status in much
depth. The OECD documents mention
that resources are required to address
mental health issues, which are promi-
nent in the workplace (OECD, 2008b).
Few data in the documents we reviewed

examined how health and disability fac-
tors influence the transition from
school-to-work for youth, although
Elder & Schmidt (2006) addressed this
particularly vulnerable sub-group of
youth. They are seen as high risk for
poor labor market attachment without
intervention designed to reduce their
vulnerability. In some documents, youth
with disabilities are counted among
those labeled NEET (Elder & Schmidt,
2006; Furlong, 2006).

Social supports.
The final fixed factor in our tem-

plate was access to social supports. As
we noted earlier, a country’s welfare
regime affects the transition from
school-to-work. Some countries have
virtually no social safety net, and the re-
sponsibility for protecting vulnerable
youth falls to families. Countries with a
conservative welfare regime such as
Germany and the Netherlands have so-
cial policies aimed to ensure that people
who have to leave employment are pro-
tected against a decline in living stan-
dards (Mills & Blossfeld, 2004). Other
countries have a range of social sup-
ports aimed at maintaining equity, sup-
porting the underprivileged, and achiev-
ing fair income distribution. In recent
years some countries have made youth
ineligible for social support to encour-
age greater participation in the labor
market (Furlong, 2006).

Individual and Family Factors
Amenable to Change

The third cluster in our template
categorized factors at the individual and
family levels that were likely to be
amenable to change and could be ad-
dressed through transition intervention
programs in schools and in community-
based agencies focused on youth and
family services. Most of these factors
were rarely mentioned in the documents
we reviewed on international and na-
tional contexts of school-to-work transi-
tion, perhaps a limitation of youth
transition data collected at international
and national levels. Our research team
postulated that these factors included
family expectations and tolerance, as
well as individual motivation, self-effi-
cacy, aspirations, risk taking, and per-
sonal agency. We did find evidence that
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the long term effects of poor labor mar-
ket attachment include loss of personal
well-being and ongoing erosion of
skills, motivation, and self-confidence;
for example, the adverse effects of un-
employment on youth well-being and
mental health have been reported in Eu-
ropean statistical studies (Ryan, 1999).

Educational contexts.
Educational contexts that prepare

students for the workforce differ widely
from country to country. Few interna-
tional reports explore contexts of educa-
tion in depth. Some documents point to
specific school-to-work programs such as
co-operative education or apprenticeship
opportunities. For example, the National
Pact for Training and Youth Skilled Staff
was established in Germany as a bridge
between the Ministry of Education, trade
unions, and employer organizations
(Quintini, et al., 2007). This pact pro-
vided government support to employers
for training new workers in trades and,
subsequently, the German Ministry of
Education reported the highest increase
in apprenticeship positions since 2000.
Similar initiatives across many developed
countries make explicit links between
school learning and job readiness. These
co-operative and apprenticeship pro-
grams appear to be effective. Gangl
(2003) reported a significant reduction in
early career unemployment rates when
students engaged in such programs. Ryan
(2001) and Steedman (2005) argued that
this increase in job success is due to bet-
ter matching of job readiness in specific
skills to workplace demands. Matching
educational programs with student inter-
est and workforce labor demands appears
to be key in achieving successful school-
to-work transition, especially for at-risk
youth. In the absence of specialized ap-
prentice or co-operative education pro-
grams, at-risk youth encounter
difficulties finding meaningful work and
often begin in low-paying, temporary
employment.

Workplace contexts.
Workplace contexts are at least as di-

verse as educational contexts. In review-
ing literature on contexts of work, three
delineating factors were used: (a) labor
market attachment factors, (b) wages, and
(c) skills. These factors were consistently

cited across international documents as
critical contributors to youth engaging in
productive occupation.

Labor market attachment factors.
Many youth find it difficult to

move from temporary to stable employ-
ment with work patterns characterized
by a series of short-term contracts (Byn-
ner & Parsons, 2002). Data collected in
OECD countries on NEET youth sug-
gest they spend three of the first five
years after leaving school in non-em-
ployment (Quintini et al., 2007). This
instability in early labor market experi-
ences predicts poor labor market attach-
ment in the long-term (Ryan, 1999).

Wages.
Wage is another workplace context

factor that contributes to the picture of
youth unemployment and transition dif-
ficulties. Youth with no experience or
training are often paid less for work of
equal value than their adult counter-
parts. In some countries, minimum
wage policies are in effect and it may
not be possible to support oneself when
receiving minimum wage even if one
works full-time hours (Elder & Schmidt,
2006). Data from some OECD countries
reveals that youth earn less than two
thirds of the median hourly rate of 25-
54 year olds. Low wages, job loss vul-
nerability, and sensitivity to the economic
cycle all lead to discouragement––the
leading reason for labor market inactiv-
ity (Quintini, et al, 2007).

Skills.
Most youth in OECD countries are

employed in sectors that do not require
specific skill sets for entry-level posi-
tions. The retail trade sector is the larg-
est employer of young adolescents
while the accommodations and food
service sectors employ more older ado-
lescents, in part due to liquor licensing
laws. These positions usually provide
on-the-job training, but turnover is high
and most youth work part-time in com-
bination with full-time school (Usalcas,
2005). More advanced positions require
more specialized skills and often youth
must first engage in specific apprentice-
ship or co-operative education pro-
grams. Adult workers fare better
securing work in these positions.

School-to-work intersection.
This section of the template guided

us to consider the alignment between
school and work contexts. We sought
descriptions of partnerships that en-
hanced the match between school and
work. Five OECD countries currently
operate what is known as dual or ap-
prenticeship systems (OECD, 2008a).
Austria, Denmark, Germany, Switzer-
land, and Norway structure their sec-
ondary education system so that youth
are in school part-time and in the work-
place part-time, and apprenticeship is
part of the formal education system.
This relationship between schooling and
employment usually lasts three to four
years. An examination at the end of the
program tests readiness to enter the cho-
sen occupation (Quintini et al., 2007).

OECD countries with this dual sys-
tem have among the lowest youth un-
employment rates and highest early
labor market attachment. Avoiding early
labor market difficulties is important,
because the literature shows that lengthy
periods of unemployment can have per-
sistent negative effects on employment
probabilities and earning potential
(Bynner & Parsons, 2002; Quintini et
al., 2007). The German government re-
vamped its apprenticeship system in
2004 with the cooperation of unions and
employer organizations (Elder & Schmidt,
2006). In 1998, the United Kingdom de-
veloped a labor market activation pro-
gram called the New Deal for Young
People, designed to enhance labor mar-
ket involvement of youth who had re-
ceived income support for more than six
months (OECD, 2008).

These Active Labour Market Pro-
grams (ALMPs) for jobless and disad-
vantaged youth focused on job search
skills, remedial education, job training,
and provided direct job creation. ALMPs
provide a mix of active and passive
measures using the principle of mutual
obligation—social assistance is depend-
ent on participation (OECD, 2008a).
Two-thirds of the OECD countries with
data on ALMPs report that they have re-
sulted in an increased share of youth
gaining labor market attachment
(OECD, 2008c). Nordic countries pio-
neered this approach whereby the gov-
ernment commits a place in a training,
education, or work program for any
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youth who is unemployed and receiving
social assistance. Australia implemented
a similar mutual obligation policy in 1998
and included participation in work, volun-
teer activities, education, training, and
community based employment programs.

Outcomes for individuals.
The final cluster of the template fo-

cused on outcomes for individuals as a
result of the intersection between school
and work. The international documents
offered generalizations based on aggre-
gated data from large surveys. Few doc-
uments articulated the lived experience
of transition from school-to-work for at-
risk youth. The OECD/CPRN (2005)
document From Education to Work: A
Difficult Transition for Young Adults
with Low-levels of Education highlights
the need for robust research that goes
beyond economic implications and re-
ports the marginalization and social ex-
clusion experienced by youth with low
levels of education.

Summary
In summary, the international con-

text is a complex and mixed picture of
factors that contribute to the challenges
for at-risk youth transitioning to produc-
tive adult roles. Youth in most OECD
countries appear to move between states
of employment, unemployment, educa-
tion, and inactivity. They also appear to
engage in multiple states simultane-
ously. The length of the school-to-work
transition is variable across countries.
Some youth in all countries appear to
leave formal schooling early, which
leads to frequent periods of unemploy-
ment, temporary work, low pay, and re-
duced quality of life. OECD countries
use a variety of solutions to engage
youth in school, but the one commonal-
ity in all countries is that school failure
appears to trigger difficulties in labor
market attachment and creates chal-
lenges for school-to-work transition
(Elder & Schmidt, 2006; Quintini et al.,
2007). The good news is that early and
sustained intervention is likely to help
prevent the cycle of cumulative disad-
vantage. Matching interventions to the
specific needs and interests of at-risk
youth is one way to enhance the likeli-
hood of diverting these youth from the
path to social exclusion. We now exam-

ine the transition of at-risk youth in the
Canadian context and present a synthe-
sis of the literature that analyzes survey
data and interventions.

Discussion and Implications for the
Canadian Context

Canada has experienced a period of
sustained economic growth and has a
flexible labor market that is outperform-
ing most OECD countries (Antunes,
2009; OECD, 2008b). In the decade be-
tween 1996 and 2006, youth unemploy-
ment dropped from 15.4% to 11.6%,
which was below the OECD average.
There is, however, a great deal of vari-
ability within the regions of Canada
(Hango & deBroucker, 2007). Many
youth combine education and employ-
ment, some delay entry to post-sec-
ondary education to travel or volunteer,
some move between employment and
post-secondary education as finances
permit, and most are able to start their
careers with permanent, full-time work
(Hango & deBroucker, 2007).

Fixed individual and familyfactors.
Considering fixed individual and

family factors, some Canadian youth are
not as fortunate as others. Aboriginal
youth are more likely to experience dif-
ficulties in school-to-work transitions
after leaving secondary education pre-
maturely. Among immigrant youth, the
school-to-work transition is delayed
with many of these youth pursuing post-
secondary education for extended peri-
ods. Females are less likely to drop out
of high school and more likely to go
onto post-secondary programs before
entering the labor force. They are also
less likely to delay the start of post-sec-
ondary education. The presence of a
long-term limiting condition, a disabil-
ity or a chronic illness, is a hindrance to
further education and these youth are
less likely to follow a pathway that
leads to completion of post-secondary
degrees or diplomas. Risk of dropping
out of high school also increases in
larger families. Finally, parental level of
education is a predictive factor; youth
whose parents completed post-sec-
ondary education are more likely to pro-
ceed to post-secondary education before
labor market entry (Hango & de
Broucker, 2007).

As our research focuses on at-risk
youth, we were particularly interested in
data concerning youth with long-term
limiting conditions––disability or chronic
illness. The Conference Board of
Canada (Kitagawa, 2002) reported that
in Canada, the income of persons with
disabilities is 15% less than the income
of people without disabilities, a high
differential compared to other OECD
countries. The employment rate of per-
sons with disabilities in Canada is 56%.
Canada is viewed as actively ensuring
that persons with disabilities are inte-
grated into the labor market rather than
providing income transfers in the form
of pensions or disability allowances. As
promising as these data appear, other
sources indicate that youth with long-
term limiting conditions are vulnerable
and at-risk for poor labor market attach-
ment (Hango & deBroucker, 2007;
OECD, 2008). These youth are less
likely to complete post-secondary edu-
cation, which leads to employment that
offers low wages and limited security.
In the recent past, Canadians with dis-
abilities have been three times as likely
to be poor and to have repeated episodes
of unemployment (Burstein, 2005).

Individual and family factors
amenable to change.
Academic achievement plays a role

in the pathways to post-secondary edu-
cation. Marks do matter. The higher a
student’s marks, the less risk the student
will drop out of school which in turn
predicts completion of post-secondary
education and better labor market at-
tachment (Hango & deBroucker, 2007).
Contrary to popular belief, part-time
employment during high school years
can be beneficial. Youth who work more
than 20 hours per week, however, are at
higher risk of dropping out or delaying
participation in post-secondary educa-
tion (Saunders, 2008). Parental expecta-
tions are also a factor in the pathway
followed by Canadian youth. When par-
ents have high expectations, their chil-
dren tend to have higher educational
attainment. Finally, becoming a parent
prior to age 19 is associated with greater
risk of following a pathway that leads to
dropping out of high school or to a sec-
ond chance program (Hango & de-
Broucker, 2007).
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Educational contexts.
In Canada, education and training

are provincial jurisdictions leading to
some variance in programming across
the country. Overall, students across
Canada are comparatively successful on
international benchmarks. Canadian stu-
dents score well above the OECD aver-
ages on PISA and TIMSS assessments
(OECD, 2008a). Canada also leads
OECD countries in the proportion of
youth attending university or college.
These data reflect that Canadian second-
ary education emphasizes academic
preparation for work in a knowledge-
based economy (Association of Univer-
sities and Colleges of Canada; AUCC,
2007). This emphasis leaves secondary
students with few opportunities to pur-
sue vocational studies and contributes to
the skills shortages in the marketplace
(OECD, 2008c). The healthy labor mar-
ket in Canada in recent years has been
accompanied by a relatively high drop-
out rate compared to other OECD coun-
tries, especially in the province of
Alberta.

A report from the Conference
Board of Canada (Kitagawa, 2002)
highlights challenges to transition to
work that arise in the education system.
A systematic approach for managing
youth transitions is lacking in most edu-
cational jurisdictions. Stakeholders tend
to operate within parameters that serve
their interests with little coordination
between education institutions, employ-
ers, and other work-based education op-
portunities. There are insufficient
resources for helping at-risk youth to
stay in school and students who choose
not to attend university are particularly
poorly served (Kitagawa, 2002). Most
curricular outcomes are academically
focused and schools seem unaware of
the mismatch between these academic
outcomes and the skills needed to suc-
ceed in the workplace. There is little in
the education system that encourages
young people to pursue skilled trades
after high school. Rather the trades ap-
pear to be considered as an afterthought
for students not likely to succeed in uni-
versity, and the apprenticeship system in
Canada is largely under-developed (An-
tunes, 2009).

Workplace contexts.
Employment protection in Canada is

among the least strict in the OECD
(OECD, 2008c) and paid work by teen-
agers starts very early (OECD, 2008c).
In the province of Alberta the minimum
working age recently dropped from 14 to
12, while the minimum working age in
most European countries is 16. Youth in
Canada tend to have low entry wages but
then move into higher paying jobs fairly
quickly. Unlike their adult counterparts,
youth cannot access employment insur-
ance in Canada. Employer demand for
skilled trades-people exceeds the avail-
able supply in Canada. Unlike some
countries like Germany, Canada does not
have a tradition of developing skilled
trades. Immigration has traditionally
been the solution to the skills shortage in
the Canadian workplace.

School-to-work intersection.
This is an area where Canada ap-

pears to lag behind other OECD coun-
tries. There is a weak apprenticeship
system in Canada and it varies from
province to province. Co-operative edu-
cation programs have been developed in
a number of provinces and other work-
based education programs are develop-
ing in response to the needs of students
who are not well served by the academi-
cally focused mainstream curricula
(Nova Scotia Department of Education,
2008). Partnerships between industry
and educational institutions are begin-
ning to be developed.

Saunders (2008) completed a syn-
thesis report of the eight studies in the
Canadian Pathways for Youth to the
Labour Market project. This synthesis
showed the pathways groups of youth
are likely to take to the labor market and
identified data to inform the design of
interventions aimed to divert at-risk
youth from social exclusion. The syn-
thesis shows that there is no national ca-
reer development strategy or standards
for the quality of career development
services. Programs and services are lim-
ited, decentralized, and organized by
provincial governments or community
organizations. Some provinces are at-
tempting to revitalize the secondary vo-
cational curriculum through partner-
ships with post-secondary institutions
and employers, primarily in response to

a local need for skilled workers—a de-
centralized market approach to training.
Co-operative education programs that
demonstrate a clear link between school
and a possible future career are promis-
ing initiatives; however, uptake of these
programs remains limited.

Outcomes for individuals.
Research rarely reports the experi-

ence of transition from the perspective
of the youth who endure the process. An
exception was a report commissioned
by the Ontario Ministry of Education
and Training. Ferguson, Tilleczek, Boy-
dell, and Rummens (2005) conducted an
interview study with 193 early school
leavers where the collective voice of
disengaged youth expressed determina-
tion, hope, and plans to return to school.
The risk and protective factors they
identified within and outside the school
context were consistent with the factors
identified in our document review; for
example, educational systems must be
more flexible and proactive, while par-
ents must stay involved, provide guid-
ance, and hold realistic expectations.
Most importantly, youth need to stay in
school.

This qualitative study can inform
the design of interventions to keep po-
tential drop-outs on pathways to produc-
tive adult life and labor market attach-
ment. Further research like the Ferguson
et al. (2005) study with at-risk youth
following other pathways could inform
the design of interventions matched to
the needs of these vulnerable youth.

Future Directions for Research and
Implications for Policy Development

To summarize, reviewing the re-
search makes it clear that youth who are
disengaged from school are more likely
to drop out and to enter paths of social
exclusion. The international research
provides a complex picture of factors
that contribute to the challenges at-risk
youth face as they make the transition
from school to work. Global forces af-
fect individuals in their communities,
contributing to youth moving between
stages of employment, unemployment,
inactivity, and education; these forces
generally lengthen the time required for
youth to achieve stable labor market at-
tachment. Comparing the Canadian con-
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text with factors affecting this transition
in international data yields a number of
implications for research and for policy.

Preventing at-risk youth from dis-
engaging from high school must be-
come a priority. Reviewing a large
number of Canadian and international
documents demonstrated the dearth of
research on the experience of at-risk
youth and on their perspectives on what
would keep them engaged in school.
What studies there are suggest that, in
Canada, these students lack alternatives
to the academic stream, such as co-oper-
ative education, apprenticeships, and
other forms of work-based education
that are prevalent in countries such as
Germany, Austria, and the Netherlands.
Education systems in these countries
work closely with the labor market to
provide a straightforward alternative to
an academic education enabling youth
to begin a direct transition to the trades
and other careers while still in high
school. These countries not only meet
the needs of youth who might be likely
to leave school early, they also meet
their national need for skilled trades
people without relying on immigration,
as we do in Canada.

Another strategy that has been ef-
fective in increasing the share of youth
gaining labor market attachment is Ac-
tive Labour Market Programs (ALMPs)
for jobless and disadvantaged youth
which focus on job search skills, reme-
dial education, job training, and pro-
vided direct job creation. ALMPs,
which use the principle of mutual obli-
gation (social assistance is dependent on
participation), have been particularly ef-
fective in the Nordic countries and in
Australia.

These findings suggest a research
agenda that focuses on the experiences
and recommendations of at-risk youth
and their educators, perhaps beginning
by studying successful work-based edu-
cation programs from which we can
learn how to design programs and inter-
ventions that meet their individual
needs. Canadian data also point to the
need to focus research on Aboriginal
youth who have extremely low rates of
labor market attachment and to take ad-
vantage of the potential of school-to-
work programming, one of the most
effective means to secure a successful
transition to the workforce. Finally, to

meet the need for re-engagement of job-
less youth, who have left school early,
research is required on the characteris-
tics of effective ALMPs that would be
attractive to these marginalized young
people.

While Canadian students may gen-
erally be better positioned than students
in many other countries to engage in
meaningful work, and while research on
these issues may point to made-in-
Canada solutions, policy changes are
also necessary. A key feature of success-
ful transition programs appears to be
matches among school curricula, work-
force demands, and student needs and
interests. Thus developing apprentice-
ship, co-operative education, and mu-
tual obligation programs requires the
cooperation of education, training, labor
market, and social assistance sectors.
Although provinces like Nova Scotia,
Ontario, and Alberta have recently
added educational opportunities to meet
the needs of at-risk youth during the
high school years, a much more focused
and widespread effort will be required
to achieve policies that prevent social
exclusion of our most vulnerable youth
and that re-engage those already experi-
encing social exclusion.
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Draft Nov18 – Template For Reviewing Papers – Individual and Contextual Factors

Reviewer: Code: Country (scope):

APA Citation:

Youth Definition:
Study Design / Type of data analysis used and/or produced:
Type of Document: Refereed Journal Article (Emprirical Study)   

Path to locating Document: 

Other Leads: 

Brief impressionistic sketch or Purpose / Research Question: 

*Code each line with first 3 letters of author’s last name or acronym of organization, last two numbers in year, initials of re-
viewer, Example: For Furlong paper reviewed by Researcher One (FUR06RO). Purpose of research: to answer, which WBE pro-
grams are most likely to be effective for specific disengaged youth?We will develop a model of person-context relations for
youth and programs. Use this template in concert with the detailed clusters (oct1 & oct14). In the space below, on paper or on-
line, write a brief description of what is in the paper, not just the name of the item. Remember, not all items (or clusters) will be in
every document. With your suggestions, we will revise this. Code each line with first 3 letters of author’s last name or acronym of
organization, last two numbers in year, initials of reviewer, and page number. (FUR06-PC-563)

CJCD 2011:Layout 1 9/16/11 3:18 PM Page 30



International and National Factors Affecting School-To-Work Transition

31

The Canadian Journal of Career Development/Revue canadienne de développement de carrière
Volume 10, Number 1 2011

y , , p g ( )
Cluster Pre-1(nov18): Society as Context (e.g. political, economic, social factors) that provide high 
level context for problems and solutions 

Cluster 1(nov18): Individual and Family Factors that are Fixed (e.g., age, SES, disability status 

Cluster 2(nov18): Individual & Family Factors Amenable to Change (e.g., expectations, identity 

Cluster 3(nov18): Educational Contexts (e.g., curriculum options, evaluation, school’s expectations 

Cluster 4(nov18): Workplace Contexts (e.g., country, social context, induction 

Cluster 5(nov18): School-to-Work Intersection (range from match to mismatch to needs of 
individuals) (e.g., partnerships 

Cluster 6(nov18): Outcomes for Individuals as a result of the Intersection or Match (e.g., employment 
status, duration of transition 

What was missing from the template: 

Burstein, 2005
Bynner, 2001
Bynner, 2005
Bynner & Parsons, 2002
Department of Children, Schools and
Families, 2007
Dusseldorf Skills Forum, 2007
Elder & Schmidt, 2007
Ferguson et al.,2005
Finnie, 2000
Franke, 1998
Fryer, 1997
Furlong, 2006
Gauthier & Furstenburg, 2002
Goldenberg, 2006

Leitch Review of Skills, 2006
Maguire & Rennison, 2005
O’Connor, 2003
OECD, 2008a
OECD, 2008b
OECD, 2008c
Quintini et al., 2007
Raymond, 2008
Ryan, 1999
Saunders, 2008
Taylor, 2007
Usalcas, 2005
York Consulting, 2005
Yates & Payne, 2006
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