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Abstract

This study examines concerns about the value of a university education which have been
raised in recent years by policy-makers and business leaders, and which have been frequently
presented in the media. More specifically, there have been criticisms directed at the education system,
including universities, that students are not acquiring adequate employment skills or human capital for
today’s rapidly changing global economy. Given this, the value of a university of education is
addressed in this study by examining: (1) employment outcomes of university graduates; (2) graduates’
evaluations of their university education; and (3) graduates’ perceptions of the skills they developed at
university. Another objective of this study is to examine the concept of “*human capital” in more detail
than have other social scientists in the past. Semi-structured interviews were conducted in 1997 with
thirty-seven individuals who had graduated from a range of programs at the University of Alberta in
1989. As well, questionnaire data was examined which had been collected from these same
individuals between 1985 and 1992 as part of the Edmonton School-Work Transitions Study. Findings
revealed that a university education had been of value for graduates in three main respects: (1) the
types of jobs they had acquired in the labour market; (2) the fact that most graduates were positive in
their assessments of their university education, and did not have any regrets about their educational
choices; and (3) the range of skills that graduates said they learned in their programs, the fact that they
believed university had been important for learning these skills, and that many of these skills had been
useful for them in the workplace. Despite these positive findings, about half of all graduates remarked
that their programs lacked a practical dimension and that some job-specific skills should have been
learned. In light of these findings, those who are critical of universities are not necessarily correct to
assumne that a university education lacks value today. Before adopting a negative stance about the
quality of higher education, critics need to make a more concerted effort to examine how a university
education might be of value. The findings from this study, including a number of comments that
graduates provided about their education aiso have implications for university administrators and the

type of education that they are offering to students.
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Chapter 1
Introduction
1. Questioning the Value of University Education

Over the last several decades in Canada, there have been questions raised by government,
industry and the media about the value of a university education. For example, there have been
concerns about how prepared graduates are for the workforce today, in terms of the employment skills
they take with them from their academic programs. Some of this questioning is embedded in larger
debates regarding the supply of skilled labour for the workforce today, and critiques of the Canadian
education system more generally. A number of interrelated factors have played a part in prompting
these critiques, including the presumed demand for skilled labour in today’s global economy. As well,
some observers have noted the demand for specialized skills on the part of labour which is presumably
necessary for today's rapidly changing information society. Additionally, higher than average
unemployment rates among Canadian youth throughout the 1980s and 1990s have fueled concerns that
our graduates are not meeting the needs of employers.

More specifically, concerns have been raised by government, industry and the media that
there is a skills shortage in Canada. Sometimes a somewhat different concern is raised; namely, that
there is a mismnatch between the skills that students acquire in Canada’s education system and the skills
which are actually required by employers in the labour market. Some call for greater development of
“high-tech skills” (Conference Board of Canada, 1998). Many policy reports and discussion papers
have discussed how to more effectively deal with the demands for highly skilled labour in today’s
competitive economic climate (Corporate Higher Education Forum, 1984; Canadian Chamber of
Commerce, 1990; Economic Council of Canada, 1992; Conference Board of Canada, 1994). For
example, a federal government discussion paper from 1991 entitled Learning Well...Living Well
exemplifies this concern.

While there are many steps we must take to secure our future...a critical element of future

success will be our ability to ensure that all Canadians have the relevant skills needed to

survive and thrive in a fast-changing economy...Studies are now painting a picture of future
skills needs that simply cannot be met by our existing learning system...Most Canadians, both
in the classroom and at work, are not getting the level of skills and training they want and
need...Our prosperity depends on major improvements in the general level of skills held by

all Canadians, as well as on having many more people with advanced and specialized skills
(Canada, 1991: v)



Other government documents reflect a similar attitude. For example, the Alberta Education
report Framework for Enhancing Business Involvement in Education noted that “we must ensure that
our education system is achieving the results we want for our young people and giving them the skills
they need to grow and succeed” (Alberta Education, 1996: 1). In reference to this, Taylor (1998)
outlines how the government of Alberta has embraced the ideology and discourse of employability
skills in its policy initiatives throughout the 1990s. She also traces how Alberta Education’s policy
initiatives are strongly related to ongoing corporate-sponsored interest in employability skills,
particularly that of the Conference Board of Canada.

The complaint that young Canadians, including university students, are not acquiring
sufficient skills to support a competitive Canadian economy has also been expressed elsewhere. For
example, media reports often reflect this perception, and frequently cite the need for a better trained

and more highly skilled workforce. Some recent examples include the following:

“There are 20,000 vacant jobs sitting like so many unfilled shoes at the back of Canada’s
closet..[the] story perfectly illustrates the paradox of Canada’s workplace. While thousands of
Canadians are unemployed. thousands of good, new-economy jobs go wanting...[how] do you
ensure you can step easily into any career?...The answer, according to the hot workers we’ve
profiled, is not that complicated: get skilled. Get skilled whether you're a first-year university
student wandering around the career centre or a CEO seeking a new view from your window”
(Canadian Business, 1996).

“The Skills Squeeze.. . With 1.6 million Canadians out of work, the reskilling of Canada has
become a national priority as high-skill jobs go begging. This country is losing out because
its citizens are reluctant to forgo their white-collar pretensions, because our education system
refuses to adjust to 21st-century realities, and management and unions can’t secem to devisc a
win-win system to provide greater access to skilled trades. If workers were willing - and
education, management and labour able - to solve the skills mis-match, the result would be a
healthy drop in the unemployment rate...We should have billboards that say, Get Skilled, Save
Your Country” (Globe and Mail, Report on Business, 1993).

“High Tech Firms Frightened by Skills Shortage... A Survey by the Canadian Advanced
Technology Association (CATA) and Angus Reid Group of 220 CATA members found that
88 percent believe they face a skills shortage” (Canada HR Reporter, 1997).

“Skill Shortage Looms: Is there a shortage of skilled workers at current wages?...Will the
shortage continue through the 1990s? Yes, if we do not improve our investment in human
capital” (HR Magazine, 1990: 38 [USA)).



Such concerns have prompted a critical re-examination of education by policy-makers. For
example, the Economic Council of Canada’s report A Lot To Learn (1992) notes numerous problems
with the education system and accompanying skills shortages as cited by Canadian employers. One
conclusion of the report is that “Canadians as a society and as individuals must now give an urgent
priority to improving the overall performance of their learning system™ (Economic Council of Canada,
1992: 48). A recurrent theme in this and other government reports is that changes need to be made to
various components of the education system to meet the needs of the business community, which will
ultimately strengthen the Canadian economy.

In light of this, one type of reform which has been called for are greater partnerships between
industry and universities. This has been outlined in a number of discussion papers by the federal and
provincial governments and other independent groups, all of which have examined possible
relationships between the private sector and universities (Canadian Chamber of Commerce, 1990;
Conference Board of Canada, 1991; CUCRITA, 1994; Alberta Education, 1996). Together, the calls
for such partnerships also reflect a questioning of current higher education curriculum. More
specifically, such proposals reflect a recurring view expressed by government and industry that higher
education needs to assume a more utilitarian role.

The more precise question about which skills are needed in the workplace has prompted
discussion about skill requirements. For example, the Conference Board of Canada has created an
Employability Skills Profile, which is subtitled the Critical Skills Required of the Canadian Workforce
(Conference Board of Canada, 1994). In this profile, nine skill types are grouped into three broad
areas: academic skills, personal management skills, and teamwork skills. The Conference Board of
Canada notes that together, the presence of these skills would “form the foundation of a high-quality
Canadian workforce.” This skills profile theme has been adopted by others, including Human
Resources Development Canada, which has devised an Essential Skills profile (HRDC, 1998). Their
profile includes nine essential skills including reading text, use of documents, writing, numeracy, oral
communication, thinking skills, working with others, computer use and continuous learning. Together,

these profiles attempt to articulate which skills will increase the likelihood for individual success in the



workplace. As well, especially with the case of the Conference Board skills profile, they attempt to
articulate the specific needs of employers.

Concerns about skill shortages reflect a fundamental concern on the part of government and
industry with labour quality, and levels of human capital in the workforce. Having its roots in
economic theory, human capital is defined as an investment individuals make in themselves in terms
of education and training. Some of the positive by-products of education and training that are of
interest to government and industry are the employment skills that individuals develop. As [ will
outline in Chapter 2, government interest in labour quality, and specifically the skills of the Canadian
workforce is not new, and dates back to the time of early industrialization in Canada in the late
nineteenth century. However, it has been since the 1960s that policy-makers have looked to the
education system and particularly higher education as an important ingredient for human capital
formation. This was revealed by widespread expansion of higher education in the 1960s. It was also
at that time that human capital theory gained popularity in the field of economics. A lot of ensuing
research in this area consistently revealed that increasing levels of education promised positive
economic returns to individuals and to society. In more recent years, while funding levels to higher
education have significantly decreased, an interest in human capital formation via the formal education
system has continued. This is revealed by critiques of the education system at the policy level, which
question the employment skills that individuals take with them into the workforce.

A number of researchers and social commentators have reacted to criticisms from government
and industry about presumed skill shortages and the value of education. Barlow (1994) points out that
the idea of a graduate skills shortage is a myth; that much present-day criticism has been inaccurate
and misleading. For example, she notes that during the 1993 federal election, politicians were quoted
as saying that Canada faced a skilled labour force shortage of 300,000 people. In fact, it was later
discovered that this number simply referred to job vacancies and was being misused as evidence of
skill shortages. In a similar tone, Boothby (1993) questions the moral panic of Canadian government
and business representatives about low literacy levels of Canadians. A similar argument is made by
Krahn and Lowe (1998). Boothby found both that literacy levels have increased over time in Canada,

and that there is no threat of a shortage of literate workers in Canada in the future. These findings run



counter to claims made by both the Economic Council of Canada and the Conference Board of Canada
that literacy levels in Canada are dangerously low.

Additional skepticism about apparent skill shortages has been expressed by others,
specifically with respect to opportunities that exist in the labour market. Noble (1994), for example,
notes that the problem today is a labor surplus, not a shortage of skilled labor. He indicates that while
many individuals in recent years have become the victims of corporate and government downsizing
and restructuring, and simply cannot find work, much current policy is guided by a human capital
orientation that calls for highly skilled and trained individuals. Related to this, Taylor (1998) notes
that the Alberta government’s adoption of an employability skills discourse in recent years acts to
focus attention on the ability of schools to prepare students for employment, rather than on the
employment practices of employers.

Policy-level reports of skill shortages and a faulty education system generally fail to
acknowledge conditions in the labour market. For example, many young Canadians today are facing
numerous challenges in terms of employment. Large-scale economic restructuring by governments
and the private sector alike has had a serious impact on the Canadian labour market. An examination
of youth unemployment over the last twenty-five years confirms some of these difficulties, as
unemployment rates have increased steadily, and have remained consistently higher than adult rates
(Krahn, 1996). For many youth. employment opportunities are often found in low-wage service sector
jobs. As well, for many, such employment opportunities are part-time. Over the past couple of
decades, there have been large increases in part-time work among youth. For example, between 1975
and 1994, the part-time employment rate for women age 15-24 rose from 22 percent to 48 percent,
while for men in this age category, the rate rose from 17 percent to 38 percent (Krahn, 1996).
Therefore, for many youth, employment prospects are often discouraging.

The mismatch between graduates’ education and the employment they acquire has been
examined in the literature on underemployment over the last thirty years (Berg, 1970; Rumberger,
1981; Smith, 1986, Alpin et al., 1998). More recent Canadian research by Redpath (1994) found that
more than one third of university graduates from Alberta and Ontario were working in jobs two years

after graduating which did not require their level of educational attainment. Reflecting concerns which



were outlined above on labour market opportunities for youth, Redpath concludes that the problem of
perceived skill shortages may be more of a problem of inadequate skills utilization. Similarly,
Livingstone (1993) found that about one third of all Ontarions aged 25 or under, and more than one
third of all Ontarions that had completed post-secondary programs, were underemployed.

Despite criticisms of the apparent labour market value of university education, its value also
might be examined in terms of its popularity in society today. For example, since 1970, Canadians
have continued to pursue more education. Specifically, for the period 1971 to 1994, total enrollment in
Canadian post-secondary institutions almost doubled from 497,000 (173,000 community college and
323,000 university) to 951,000 students (i.e., 376,000 community college and 574,000 university
students) (Statistics Canada 1984, 1996). This dramatic increase in enrolment rates has happened
while the absolute size of the youth population has decreased. Therefore, despite concerns regarding
the education that students may be receiving in post-secondary institutions today, it is interesting that
enrolment rates have steadily increased. This provides at least some evidence that university education
continues to be valued by Canadians.

Other evidence of the positive value of a university education comes from public perception
surveys. For example, a survey conducted at the University of Alberta in 1995 revealed that two-thirds
of sample members agreed that students at the University of Alberta receive “high quality education™
and that a degree from the University of Alberta leads to chances of getting a “good job" and
movement into a “rewarding long-term career” (Krahn et al., 1995). Another public perception study
conducted in Ontario in 1994 found that 70 percent of sample members indicated that a university or
college education is *“very important.” Additionally, approximately eight-tenths of Ontario sample
members agreed that “the percentage of jobs for which employers require a university degree or a
college certificate will increase” in the future (Livingstone et al., 1995). Together, these findings
suggest that the general public regards a university education as a valuable commedity in Canadian
society today.

Another source for examining how university education may be valued is from outcomes
assessment surveys of university graduates. For example, results from the National Graduates Survey,

which has examined graduates’ satisfaction with academic programs over the last decade, consistently



reveal that individuals are satisfied with the educational choices they have made (Clark et al., 1986:
Barr-Telford et al., 1996; Little and Lapierre, 1996). Findings from recent exit surveys conducted at
the University of Alberta similarly reveal that a large majority of undergraduates were satisfied with
their education (Population Research Laboratory, 1992, 1993, 1994). However, one of the drawbacks
of student outcome surveys is that they often only provide limited information on graduates’
educational experiences. As well, few studies have examined the extent to which university graduates
are satisfied with the employment skills that they developed in their programs. Since [ would like to
examine these issues, along with other existing studies of university graduates in greater depth, [ will

defer a more detailed discussion of this topic until the next chapter.

Accountabiliry

Concurrent with concerns and criticisms about the value of a university education, universities
arc being encouraged to do more with fewer resources. Throughout the 1980s and 1990s, academic
institutions across Canada have faced budget cuts from provincial governments. Overall, core funding
for Canadian post-secondary education between 1993 and 1997 was reduced by 34 percent (Maclean's,
1997; p.28). In Alberta, cutbacks by the Klein government for post-secondary grants totaled 21
percent between 1994 and 1996 (Marino, 1995). In light of reduced funding, universities are facing
increasing pressures to be more accountable to governments and tax payers. This is reflected in
government discussion papers, at the provincial and federal levels, as well as the institutional level
(e.g., Ottawa, 1988; Alberta Advanced Education and Career Development, 1994; Nova Scotia, 1994;
Ontario, 1996). A focus on accountability has also been prevalent in other Western industrialized
countries, such as the United States and Great Britain'. The OECD has similarly endorsed the
development and use of performance indicators for university assessment over the last decade (OECD,
1987).

Throughout much of this literature, key terms such as “responsibility,” “excellence,” and

“quality” are pervasive and reflect a focus on outcomes, achievement and fiscal efficiency.

! For example, Jarman and Blackburn (1997) provide an overview of how a focus on accountability has
developed in Britain’s higher education system.



Nevertheless, despite any apparent political rhetoric surrounding the issue, the reality for universities is
that new legislation in some Canadian provinces links institutional funding to key performance
indicators. For example, in Alberta, such policy was outlined in a 1994 report entitled “New
Directions for Adult Learning in Alberta” which provided a new framework for post-secondary
funding in Alberta. This subsequently led to a 1995 report titled “A Proposal for Performance-Based
Funding: Promoting Excellence in Alberta’s Public Adult Learning System” which outlined the
process by which funding would be directly linked to institutional performance (Alberta Advanced
Education and Career Development, 1995). This system of performance-based funding, the first of its
kind among Canadian jurisdictions, was implemented in Alberta in 1997. Among the initiatives
developed by the government, in consultation with post-secondary institutions across Alberta, was a
set of “key performance indicators” to measure such things as student satisfaction with programs,
student employment outcomes, enrolment rates, program costs and expenditures, and institutional
research (Alberta Advanced Education and Career Development, 1997).

It is in this context of accountability that a large number of academic institutions have
developed exit surveys to monitor how their graduates assess their programs upon completion. For
example, Evers and O'Hara (1996) indicate that approximately half of all Canadian universities
conduct exit surveys of graduates. The development of such exit surveys is in keeping with proposals
put forward by the Commission on Canadian University Education (Smith, 1991). For example,
among other things, the Commission recommended that universities implement a series of student
input and output measures in order to assess institutional missions and objectives. In Alberta, the
performance-based funding mechanism, mentioned above, specifies that exit surveys of graduates must
be regularly conducted (Alberta Advanced Education and Career Development, 1996).

Critics have noted that the use of the quantifiable measures of key performance indicators is
generally unrelated to the complex goals of learning, teaching and research in a university environment
(Bruneau and Savage, 1995). Others have noted that there are substantial costs associated with many
accountability exercises (e.g., teaching and research assessments), including financial costs which must
be absorbed by universities, and time lost for faculty members engaged in the process (Jarman and

Blackburn, 1997).



As the demand for resources continues for educational institutions, debates about the relative
merits of accountability exercises will undoubtedly continue. Nevertheless, the reality is that greater
attention is being placed on assessing student outcomes and graduates’ perceptions of their educational
experiences. In this respect, policy-makers will likely continue to utilize accountability exercises as

one mechanism for gauging the value of a university education.

2. Objectives for this Study

The foregoing discussion has outlined the larger political context in which this study is
situated. Critical views by government and industry regarding the value of university education
essentially question the skill levels that graduates bring with them into the workforce. A number of
related factors all direct our attention to the type of questioning and re-assessment that university
education has been undergoing, including suggestions of skill shortages, policy initiatives aimed at
corporate-university linkages, outcomes-based funding and the development of skill profiles.

While critical views regarding skill deficiencies are not always explicitly directed at
universities, many have been. Thus, this study focuses its attention on university graduates, including
the skills they acquire, their employment outcomes, and how they value their educational experiences.
University education also presents an interesting case because of its history and the many roles that it
has played in Canadian society. Due to the more recent re-evaluation of those roles, some have
suggested that university education is in a state of crisis (Neilson and Gaffield, 1986; Emberley, 1996).

Given concerns about the employment skills that graduates take with them into the workplace,
it would seem that graduates themselves would provide a valuable source for examining the extent of
the “problem.” That is, an important question to ask is how graduates themselves value their
university education and specifically how do they evaluate the skills they developed at university? In
fact, only a few studies of graduates’ perceptions of their own skill development have been conducted

in Canada. This is especially the case for studies which follow-up on graduates several years after they
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have completed their programs’. Examining graduates’ perceptions of their university education after
they have been in the labour market for a number of years would allow us to see how they value their
education in light of their workplace experiences. In the context of institutional accountability, many
universities in Canada have devised exit surveys which examine, among other things, graduates’
assessments of their education and their skill development. Nevertheless, despite the usefulness of
some existing studies, additional insights could be gained by examining graduates’ perceptions in
greater depth. To date, almost all studies of graduates have utilized a quantitative research strategy,
via large-scale survey questionnaires, which sometimes provides limited information on graduates’
perceptions of their educational experiences, including their skill development. Methodologically, an
interview strategy would provide a useful way to approach these issues as it would provide the
opportunity to examine how graduates assess their educational experiences in their own words.

Hence, this study sets out to examine the value of a university education by way of semi-
structured interviews conducted with thirty-seven University of Alberta graduates, most of whom
completed their degree programs in 1989. The value of a university education is addressed in three
ways. First, from a more objective stance, this study will examine the employment experiences of
these graduates as a way of assessing how valuable a university education has been for them since they
graduated. Second, the value of a university education will be addressed by asking these graduates for
their subjective assessments of their university education. Third, the issue will be considered by
asking graduates a number of specific questions about their skill development at university, as well as
questions about which skills have been most useful for them in the labour market.

While semi-structured interviews, conducted with university graduates, are carried out to
examine the value of a university education, another added feature of this study is an examination of
these same graduates’ perceptions about their university education and their skill development via
survey questionnaires that they completed between 1985 and 1992 (i.e., from the time when they were

grade 12 students, until after they graduated from university). In this way, it will be possible to

? The National Graduates Survey provides the best example of a study which has followed-up with
graduates several years after they have completed their programs. Additional longitudinal studies have
been conducted in Alberta (Krahn and Lowe, 1993) and elsewhere in Canada (Anisef et al., 1996).
This literature will be presented in more detail in Chapter 2.
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examine graduates’ perceptions about their university education in an overtime context. Additionalily,
it will be possible to consider the relative merits of using an interview approach compared to a
traditional survey questionnaire approach, for examining graduates’ perceptions about their
educational experiences.

Together, the two data sources used in this study provide the opportunity to consider how
graduates value their education and assess their own human capital, specifically their skill
development, in a more succinct manner. This in itself constitutes another objective of the study. That
is, this study examines the concept of human capital as this applies to returns to post-secondary
education, in a more detailed way than have other studies. For example, while a general human capital
orientation has often been used by economists to examine the link between post-secondary education
and subsequent success in the labour market. little is known about the specific content of the “human
capital” that may be acquired by university graduates, particularly in the form of employment skills.
Beyond an immediate contribution to the research literature on human capital, this type of information
could provide an important source of feedback for policy-makers and academic institutions with
respect to the role that universities play in training graduates. Given many concerns which have been
raised by government and industry regarding the education that students are receiving in Canadian
universities, a study examining graduates’ assessments of their education and their skill development
in greater depth would seem to be overdue.

Looking ahead. Chapter 2 will review the public policy critiques which have been introduced
here, along with other research which has examined the value of a university education. This
discussion will include a brief historical overview of the role of university education in Canada.
Additionally, a broader theoretical discussion of the role that universities play in society, as well as an
examination of how skill has been conceptualized and measured, will be presented. Finally, relevant
Canadian research which has examined university graduate outcomes will be presented, along with a
critique of the methodologies which have been utilized in these studies.

A discussion of the methodological strategies used in this study will be outlined in Chapter 3.
Chapters 4 through 6 present the main findings of the study, namely an examination of employment

outcomes of a group of graduates (Chapter 4), an examination of graduates’ assessments of their
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university education (Chapter 5), and an examination of graduates’ assessments of their skill
development at university (Chapter 6).

Finally, in Chapter 7 the main findings from the study will be summarized in the context of
the broader research objectives which have been outlined here. This will include a discussion of the
implications of this study for public policy debates on the value of a university education and the
implications of the study for university administrators. As well, some discussion of future research
opportunities will be presented in light of the findings and the methodological approach utilized in the

study.



Chapter 2
Review of the Literature

This chapter situates many of the points raised in the last chapter in a larger theoretical and
historical context. For example, in line with public policy debates regarding the type of education that
university students are receiving today, a brief historical overview of the role that Canadian universities
have played over the last century will be presented. Building on this historical framework, a number of
theoretical perspectives which have examined the role that universities play in society will then be
outlined. This will include, among other things, a discussion of human capital theory and its
relationship to the public policy critiques outlined in the previous chapter. Given that skill is the
central concept in this study, a number of theoretical perspectives on skill, including how it has been
conceptualized and measured, will also be outlined. Beyond this theoretical literature, Canadian
research which has examined university students and graduate outcomes will be summarized. In the
final section, the role of this study will be considered in the context of this literature. Additionally. a

number of research questions that will be considered in this study are posed in the final section.

1. University Education in Canadian Society

Universities have always had a unique role to play in Western society, and the role that they
have played in Canadian society is no exception. From their inception in Canada 150 years ago,
Canadian universities have been seen both as institutions which promote the socialization of cultural
and political values, and also as important ingredients for national economic growth (Axelrod, 1982).
Nevertheless, over time, universities have taken on an increasingly utilitarian role. This section will
briefly outline some of the historical factors which have conditioned the development of Canadian
universities.

For John Graves Simcoe, Upper Canada’s first lieutenant-governor in the 1790s, education
was paramount for attaining social authority in the new Dominion. Graves perceived the university as a
key ingredient for dispensing a liberal education in society that could also perpetuate the ‘superior

classes’ (McKillop, 1994). This perception of the university as a liberalizing entity, at least for the
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middle class, was related to a traditional European conception of the role of higher education. Early
colleges in both English and French Canada had two primary purposes: to train clergy and to provide a
liberal (classical) education for future leaders (Harris, 1976).

Nevertheless, despite Simcoe’s desire for the development of a Canadian university, one
which would be modeled on existing British institutions and the Anglican church, the first Canadian
universities were not officially established until the mid-nineteenth century'. Many institutions of
higher learning at this time were operated by denominational bodies, educating a relatively small
percentage of the Canadian population. However, with a need for government funding, and at a time
when industry was developing in Canada, many universities severed their ties with the church in the
ensuing decades. Early universities in both English-speaking and French-speaking Canada typically
consisted of four faculties: arts, law, medicine and theology. Thus, even at the time of their early
development in Canada, universities played a role in training individuals for certain professions.

Due to rapid industrialization in the latter half of the 1800s, the apprenticeship style of
training in the Canadian workplace was losing appeal as a result of new factory production techniques.
As a result, the educational system was increasingly looked to for its vocational and instrumental
potential (Stamp, 1972). As the nineteenth century drew to a close, the Canadian education system,
including higher education, was being challenged to adapt to the needs of industry. Nevertheless, this
development was not unique to Canadian academic institutions. For example, Lynton and Elman
(1987) suggest that American universities similarly assumed a more utilitarian role throughout the
course of the nineteenth century.

Although some critics at this time noted that a narrow focus on vocationalism threatened the
virtues of a traditional liberal education, the focus on a more instrumental role for higher education
continued into the twentieth century. Part of this incentive came from industry itself, and some of its
concerns were directed at the education system more generally. For example, an article from 1905 in

the Canadian Manufacturers Association journal Industrial Canada, outlined the needs of industry for a

' In 1850, the University of Toronto (formerly King's College) became the first Canadian university,
despite the fact that a number of colleges had existed in French and English Canada since the 17"
century.
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trained workforce. Their calls for “skilled help” are reminiscent of calls for skilled labour that have
been voiced by industry and policy-makers in recent years.

Where, then, is the training ground from which we are to recruit our department foremen, our

factory superintendents, and the men who are to guide and direct the practical side of our

national industries?...The skilled help problem is rapidly becoming the most serious problem

which the manufacturer is called upon to contend with (CMA, 1905).

Despite these concerns from business leaders, much of the impetus for a vocational dimension
of the education system came from government. Reflecting this, Stamp (1972) argues that the federal
government has provided the most important catalyst for vocational education in Canadian schools over
the course of the last century. In the early decades of the 1900s, this occurred both in the secondary
school system and in higher education. For example, legislation such as the Industrial Education Act in
Ontario in 1911 and the federal government’s Technical Education Act in 1919 encouraged the
development of secondary and higher educational programs directed at vocational pursuits. Thus,
curriculum was designed to some extent with the needs of industry in mind. Many of these policy
initiatives resulted from the belief that investment in education would lead to greater economic growth.

The perceived link between education and economic prosperity was also recognized in the
early decades of the twentieth century for its benefits to the individual. For example, a 1925 article in
Maclean’s magazine on university-bound students indicated that,

Each day in High School adds $25.00 to his life's earnings.... A university education affords

advantages over those afforded by a High School education as impressive as those of high

school over a public school education (OSSTF, 1925).

The growth of higher education slowed in the Depression years of the 1930s. However, after
the Second World War enrolment increased significantly because of returning veterans and an
agreement from government to subsidize their education. For example, total university enrolment
across the nation more than doubled from 38,516 in 1944-45 to 79,346 in 1947-48 (Harris, 1976).

Throughout the 1950s, public consciousness over the value of education grew steadily
(Axelrod, 1982), echoed by government reports and policy initiatives. The Royal Commission on the

National Development of the Arts, Letters and Science, better known as “the Massey Report” (Ottawa,
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1951), recommended greater state funding for universities. This in turn led to the tradition of direct
and indirect government funding in Canada (Gregor, 1992). As well, reflecting a focus on the
economic value of higher education, a 1957 government report on Canada’s economic prospects
indicated that universities “are the source of the most highly skilled workers whose knowledge is
essential in all branches of saciety” (Ottawa, 1957).

A number of factors at this time helped to focus the attention of government on the need for
growth in higher education, including rapid technological changes in the post-war years, shifts in the
occupational structure, and decreasing immigration of “skilled” labour (Stamp, 1972). Along with the
influx of the baby boom generation, this resulted in the “golden age” of expansion for Canadian higher
education in the 1960s. Policy initiatives such as the Technical and Vocational Training Assistance
Act in 1960 provided great stimulus to vocationally-oriented education in Canada (Stamp, 1972).
Additional policy initiatives, which developed more scholarships and grants and the availability of
student loans, increased accessibility for individuals to post-secondary education (Uhl and MacKinnon,
1992). With significant increases in government funding, universities and community colleges
expanded or were created. For example, fifteen new universities were created in Canada between 1960
and 1969. Reflecting this, total university enrolment tripled to approximately 300,000 by 1970.
Expansion of higher education in the 1960s rested on the belief of greater economic benefits to the
nation and to the individual. In many respects, this expansion grew in the context of growing faith in
the precepts of the human capital model of the economic returns to education (Anisef and Axelrod,
1993).

As noted earlier, enrolment in Canadian post-secondary institutions steadily increased after
1970. For example, by 1994 approximately 574,000 students were enrolled in Canadian universities
(Statistics Canada, 1996). However, higher youth unemployment rates were also observed, beginning
in the 1970s, which caused many to question the principle that higher levels of education would lead to
greater economic returns (i.e., human capital theory). At the same time, government funding for higher
education was reduced in the 1970s and into the 1980s, a reduction which significantly curtailed the

development of new post-secondary institutions that had begun more than a decade earlier.
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High youth unemployment rates continued into the 1980s as a result of the economic recession
that Canada experienced at the beginning of that decade. Consequently, some looked to universities
and other post-secondary institutions as a solution to the unemployment problem. In the context of
increasing global economic competitiveness and new emerging technologies, universities and
community colleges were seen as the possible source of an indigenous highly skilled workforce
(Gregor, 1992). For example, in the early 1980s the Corporate-Higher Education Forum was
developed, an organization made up of executives of large Canadian corporations and high-level
administrators of Canadian universities. Lloyd Barber, president of the University of Regina and a
member of the Corporate-Higher Education Forum, outlined his thoughts on the creation of the Forum
on a CBC morning program in 1985. He noted that the development of the Forum allowed:

...lwenty-five university Presidents to sit down on a regular basis with twenty-five corporate

Presidents to see where the system [i.e., Canadian universities| can be tuned up to improve the

economic performance of the country at a time when this kind of...thrust is extremely

important (Newson and Buchbinder, 1988; p.7).

Thus, over the last several decades, in the context of increasing global economic
competitiveness, technological developments and high levels of youth unemployment, there have been
calls for reforms in Canadian post-secondary education. As noted earlier in this chapter and suggested
by Barber's comments above, this has included calls for greater links between post-secondary
education and the labour market (Alberta, 1996; Conference Board of Canada, 1991, 1998). Butin
many respects, such calls, although vocal, are not new. As suggested by the previous discussion, there
has been a focus on the need for vocational pursuits in higher education and the Canadian education
system more generally since the late nineteenth century (Stamp, 1972). Canadian governments, both
federal and provincial, have consistently looked to universities and other post-secondary institutions for
their ability to serve industry and the economy. As already noted, part of this instrumentalist ideology
resulted in the golden age of expansion for Canadian higher education in the 1960s.

The result of suggested educational reforms is that over the last fifteen years numerous
researchers have discussed a state of “crisis” and a “new agenda” for Canadian universities (Bercuson

et al., 1984, Neilson and Gaffield, 1986; Newson and Buchbinder, 1988, 1990; Smith, 1991; Emberley,
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1996). A commonly shared view is that this crisis is primarily economically based and reflects the
financtial struggles that universities have faced in light of government retrenchment policies over the
last twenty-five years. As well, there has been debate about the role that universities are to play in
society. It is within the context of this debate that the various policy-leve! criticisms directed at higher
education are situated. What is often questioned is whether universities should be focusing their efforts
on providing an education which is more specifically oriented to jobs in the labour market, or whether
universities should be providing students with a broad, generalist education. This question is addressed
in this study by examining the opinions of university graduates about their university education.
However, before turning to this question, the next section examines the roles that universities might

assume in society in a broader theoretical context.

2. The Role of Higher Education: Theoretical Perspectives & Empirical Investigations

The previous chapter presented some of the criticisms which have been directed at post-
secondary institutions, specifically with respect to the value of a university education. Some of the
public policy concerns question the ability of universities to suppiy the labour market with individuals
who have valued and necessary skills. Such concerns raise the broader issue of the type of role
universities should play in society. A fundamental assumption of some critiques is that university
education should primarily serve economic interests in society. One specific approach, human capital
theory, is particularly relevant here as it considers the relationship between formal education systems
and economic development. Others support the view that universities should primarily cultivate
intellectual and moral development in individuals, independent of direct economic interests. As [ will
outline, both approaches have theoretical links to functionalist theories of education in sociology.
Besides these approaches, still others contend that university education, and the education system more
generally, reproduces inequalities and the values of dominant sacial classes in society. Some of these

“conflict” approaches will also be outlined.
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a) Human Capital Theory

The policy-level criticisms which were outlined in the last chapter, and specifically those
which question the skills that graduates bring with them into the workforce, reflect a theoretical
position consistent with human capital theory. Developed in the field of economics, this theory
attempts to account for how the education system serves the economy.

The fundamental principles on which human capital theory rest are not new and date back to
Adam Smith's The Wealth of Nations (Smith, 1952). For example, Smith believed that the skills of the
labour force were fundamental for economic progress (Cohn and Geske, 1990). Smith argued that
fixed capital (and human capital) refers to:

the acquired and useful abilities of all the inhabitants or members of the society. The

acquisition of such talents, by the maintenance of the acquirer during his education, study, or

apprenticeship, always costs a real expense, which is a capital fixed and realized, as it were, in
his person. Those talents, as they make a part of his fortune, so do they likewise of that of the
society to which he belongs. The improved dexterity of a workman may be considered in the
same light as a machine or instrument of trade which facilitates and abridges labour, and

which, though it costs a certain expense, repays that expense with a profit (Smith, 1952: 119-

120).

Despite some reference to human capital by economists in the eighteenth and nineteenth
centuries, it was in the latter half of this century that the theory gained prominence in labour and
educational economics research (Mincer, 1958; Schultz, 1963; Becker, 1964; Blaug, 1965). As Becker
(1964) suggests, some of the motivation for research on human capital in the 1960s resulted from an
interest in explaining international income differences, a long-standing interest in explaining the
personal distribution of income, increases in expenditures on education and health at the time, as well
as a concern with growing unemployment.

Research on human capital has largely attempted to assess the benefits of education for the
individual and society. For example, the theory attempts to explain income differences in the labour
market by focusing on labour quality, or the skills and knowledge of individuals, which may be
acquired via formal and informal education. Human capital itself refers to the amount of investment an

individual makes in him or herself by such means as education, training or money (i.e., forgone

earnings). A general proposition of the theory is that a greater amount of education and training, and
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therefore greater knowledge and skills, leads to greater human capital. A key idea is that such
investments on the part of the individual may lead to anticipated pecuniary gains in the future. Asa
result, individuals with greater human capital can expect, on average, higher earnings. From the
perspective of the employer, individuals with more human capital are of potentially greater worth since
they are believed to have more productive value. Similarly, society will benefit from the productive
value of a more educated population. Reflecting its link to functionalism, it is suggested by human
capital theory that certain skills and knowledge are needed for highly valued jobs in society; that is,
those that make a greater contribution to the economy. As well, the theory adopts the meritocratic
principles of ability and equality of opportunity as the means by which individuals acquire necessary
skills through the education system.

To help substantiate some of the fundamental elements of this perspective, economists have
utilized rate of return analysis or benefit-cost analytic techniques to estimate returns to investments in
education. The emphasis in such calculations is on economic returns. Much of this research has
focused on returns to investments in higher education. Over the last half century, economists have
calculated the internal rate of return to investment in education for an individual (i.e., private returns)
and the economy as a whole (i.e., social returns)l.

Findings on returns to education since the 1960s have generally revealed a positive
relationship between education and earnings, for private and social rates of return. Leslie and
Brinkman'’s (1988) meta-analysis of American studies revealed that, over the period 1939-1980, the
mean rate of individual returns to university education was 11.8 to 13.4 percent annually. However,
research findings reveal that rates of return to investments in education vary by place, by time period,
and also the methodology used to calculate such returns. For example, Psacharopoulos’ (1973)
international review of the literature in the early 1970s revealed that individual rates of return to higher
education by country varied from 8 percent (Norway) to 37 percent (Kenya).

As noted, there is evidence that the time period being analyzed also plays a factor in rates of

return. For example, decreases in rates of private returns to university education were reported in the

? An overview of the calculations used to estimate private rates and social rates of return are found in
Becker (1964), and Psacharopoulos (1973).
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1970s (Freeman, 1975), creating renewed debate about the economic value of higher education.
Canadian economic research by Stager (1996) similarly revealed a decrease in rates of return from
1960 (17.4 percent), to 1970 (12.2 percent), to 1980 (9.9 percent). However, subsequent research by
Stager (1989) found that there was a reversal in these rates of return by 1985 (i.e., 14 percent), and that
these rates were practically the same in 1990 (Stager, 1996). Similar increases in rates of return to
education were reported in the United States in the 1980s (Cohn and Hughes, 1994).

Although developed in the field of economics, human capital theory has strong links with
functionalist theories of education in sociology. For example, both theories emphasize the
opportunities which are available in society to acquire skills and knowledge necessary for economic
development (Mulkey, 1993). An important assumption of functionalism is that through the education
system individuals learn the key norms, such as independence and achievement, which are essential for
integration in society. In this respect, the school system acts as an important transformation mechanism
between family life and adult life in modern industrial society (Dreeben, 1969). As an important
advocate of functionalism, Parsons (1959) noted that dominant cultural values such as achievement,
universalism, and equality are embodied and piayed out in the school system. Through formal
education, students are socialized with these values which are functional requisites for the maintenance
of society. Extending on this, functionalists have argued that the ability of schools to teach the goals of
equality of opportunity, rewards based on achievement (i.e., as opposed to ascription), and tolerance of
diversity, have led to a modern, integrated, meritocratic society. Reflecting its link with functionalism,
human capital theory similarly subscribes to meritocratic principles in society, specifically the effects
of individual ability on returns to education, as opposed to ascriptive characteristics (Mulkey, 1993).

Critics of human capital theory are found within the field of economics and outside of it as
well. It is noted that one problem with this perspective is that the realities of the labour market are such
that not all highly skilled, educated and trained individuals are able to secure highly valued jobs; that is,
those that require greater human capital (Krahn and Lowe, 1993a). For example, while there have been
dramatic increases in educational levels over the course of this century, there has not been an
accompanying increase in the returns to education in the form of highly skilled jobs. As such, it is

argued that human capital theory overlooks the conditions of the labour market which may give rise to
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differential rewards. In this respect, the theory is criticized for being narrowly focused on the supply of
skilled labour. Similarly, it is noted that by focusing on individual merit as a predictor for occupational
success, human capital theory tends to ignore the inter-generational transmission of advantage for some
individuals. Thus, the meritocratic principles on which the theory is based may be questionable as
other factors (i.e., labour market conditions, family status) may be better predictors of returns to
education.

Additional criticisms of human capital theory have been raised within the field of economics
itself. For example, in the [970s a number of researchers noted that the positive relationship between
education and increased earnings did not result from increased skill levels (or increased productivity)
on the part of individuals, but rather from an increase in credentials (Spence, 1973). Specifically, it
was argued that education largely acts as a signalling or screening device for employers. That is, rather
than imparting individuals with skills and knowledge, it was noted that the education system simply
provided individuals with marketable credentials.

However, criticisms of the screening hypothesis itself have been raised. For example, as
Blaug (1985) points out, employers’ reliance on educational credentials in the recruiting process may
prove costly in the long term if not supported by other evidence of employee aptitude. Additionally,
advocates of the screening hypothesis tend to overstate the effect of educational credentials, and
understate individual skills and knowledge which may be of value and legitimately acquired through
education.

Furthermore, rate of return analysis, which has largely represented the empirical application of
the theory, has been criticized for only taking into account objective economic factors and for ignoring
such things as innate abilities of individuals, plus additional non-monetary benefits to individuals and
society. As well, it is noted that data on earnings are historically based, and may not represent future
earning (Stager, 1996).

An additional criticism of humnan capital theory that is pertinent to this study is that, at an
individual level, it does not consider what elements of the educational experience, and specifically
which skills are instrumental, when examining positive returns to education. That is, it is generally

assumed that a greater number of years in formal education is positively correlated with the



development and acquisition of skills and knowledge. While this may in fact be true, empirical
research which has tested the theory generally only provides information on educational outputs in the
form of earnings. Little is actually learned about the “human capital” that individuals may acquire. In
this respect, the very idea of human capital itself remains unexamined, somewhat like a black box.
While the theory assumes that individuals acquire productive value through formal education, it makes
no attempt to articulate what skills and knowledge are of value when individuals leave the education
system and enter the labour market. The result is that “years of schooling™ is treated as a proxy for
“skill development.” While a relationship likely exists between these variables, researchers who have
tested the human capital model have generally not emphasized that this relationship should be better
articulated. As well, policy-makers and business leaders who contend that graduates lack necessary
employment skills simtlarly fail to articulate what dimensions of human capital (i.e., skills and
knowledge) are deficient in graduates. The problem with such oversights is that there may be
legitimate employment skills that graduates do develop which may go unacknowledged, and yet are
highly valuable for employers. The current study addresses this gap in the literature by examining
more fully what employment skills university graduates indicate that they developed in their academic

programs.

b) Other Perspectives on the Value of Higher Education

Other perspectives have emphasized additional contributions that higher education makes to
individuals and society. This includes research which has examined the role that higher education
plays in enhancing intellectual and moral development, including its effects on values and attitudes
(Feldman and Newcomb, 1969; Bowen, 1977; Pascarella and Terenzini, 1991; Astin, 1994). This body
of research also reflects a functionalist theoretical orientation as it examines how education functions to
enlighten individuals, such that they will assume appropriate cultural values necessary to the
maintenance of society.

The liberal arts conception of university education can be examined in this light. A liberal arts
perspective on education dates back almost two thousand years, to the writings of Cicero and Quintilian

in the Roman Republic and Empire. Based on their influence, a liberal education curriculum was



developed in the Middle Ages, organized around the trivium (logic, grammar, rhetoric) and the
quadrivium (arithmetic, geometry, astronomy, music). This curriculum was subsequently expanded in
the thirteenth century to include three forms of philosophy: natural (physics), moral (ethics), and meta-
physical (mental) (Vanderleest, 1996). The modern conception of a liberal education stresses the
development of intellectual skills and knowledge and of personal qualities of character and judgment.
Since the Second World War, this has often been achieved in university programs which emphasize
both breadth and depth of understanding. and which stress general as opposed to vocational education
(Storm and Storm, 1996).

Some educational researchers have utilized more empirical means to examine the effects of
education on individual attitudes and values. A large body of research in the latter haif of this century
has found a positive relationship between education and social and political attitudes. The
predominance of such findings led to Hyman and Wright's conclusions that:

Many measurements on thousands of adults aged 25 to 72, drawn from 38 national sample

surveys concluded from 1949 to 1975.. .establish that education produces large and lasting

good [i.e., liberal] effects in the realm of values (1979: 60).

A number of researchers have specifically looked at the impact of higher education on
individual attitudes, values, and psychological well-being. Feldman and Newcomb's (1969) review of
the literature of the impact of college on students found that individuals become less prejudiced, less
dogmatic, and are more liberal in their attitudes towards public issues. Bowen's (1977) review of the
literature a decade later revealed that higher education positively influenced tolerance and
understanding towards minorities and people with different opinions, as well as psychological weil-
being. More recently, Astin (1994) found that exposure to higher education leads to higher levels of
social activism (i.e., participating in the community, helping others in difficulty, and influencing social
values and the political structure). As well, Sorensen (1998) examined the role that university
education plays in shaping the social attitudes and values in students. Her research found that exposure
to a university education had a liberalizing effect on a range of attitudes. This included more liberal

attitudes towards social problems, racial minorities and traditional gender roles.
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Despite the apparent liberalizing effect of higher education on attitudes and vaiues, other
research has revealed contrary findings which casts some doubt on the predominance of the positive
findings. For example, Jackman and Muha’s (1984) review of the literature found that education did
not have a liberalizing effect on class attitudes and values. Weil (1985) also found that the presumed
effects of education on liberal attitudes were not universal, but differed cross-nationally. Together,
such findings point to the complexity of measuring the impact of education on personal development.
For example, Jackman (1973) found that the apparent influence of education on liberal attitudes
reflected a response set effect rather than a positive relationship on values. Feldman and Newcomb
(1994) similarly note some of the inherent measurement difficulties (i.e., testing procedures and

sampling) when examining the impact of higher education on attitudes.

¢) Conflict Approaches

In contrast to the approaches discussed above, other researchers adopting a conflict
perspective have argued that the educational system has perpetuated class divisions in society
(Milliband, 1969; Carnoy, 1974; Bowles and Gintis, 1976). This includes a body of Canadian research
on the political economy of education (Clement, 1974; Schecter, 1977; Livingstone, 1985;
Wotherspoon, 1987). This research is relevant to a discussion of the role of university education since
it attempts to explain how educational outcomes are distributed in an industrial capitalist society.

A commonality among conflict approaches is the concern for understanding educational
inequalities. For example, it is noted that educational institutions at all levels play a conservative role
in legitiinating the values of the dominant classes (Milliband, 1969; Althusser, 1971). Reflecting this,
Bowles and Gintis (1976) provide a concise historical account of the education system in the United
States to show how it has contributed to social inequalities over time. Their work also takes issue with
the functionalist and meritocratic position that positive returns to education are related to inherent
differences of intelligence and ability.

Pierre Bourdieu (1977, 1986) offers another critical position on returns to education, as this
relates to how groups are stratified in society by virtue of the transmission of culture through the

education system. More specifically, Bourdieu outlines how cultural capital is rewarded in the

’
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education system. Cultural capital refers to the values, behaviours, language and preferences of
dominant societal groups. As such, those individuals who have a background consistent with the
dominant groups (i.e., middle and upper class) are placed at an advantage since it is this culture which
is reinforced through education.

Collins (1979, 1990) provides another critique of the education system in modern industrial
society. Adopting a neo-Weberian stance, Collins argues that the increase in educational requirements
demanded by employers in the latter half of this century points to a system of educational
credentialism. Specifically, Collins takes issue with the technological functionalist perspective on
education. This perspective contends that technological change in industrial society is largely
responsible for the need for higher educational credentials. Collins notes that there is little evidence
which supports the claim that higher levels of education lead to greater productivity or economic
development. Instead, he argues that the main purpose of education in Western industrial society is to
offer credentials to certain status groups which compete for entry into occupations. Furthermore,
Collins (1979, 1990) argues that it is through educational credentialism that more lucrative professions
such as medicine, law, and engineering have developed a system of market closure which restricts entry
to their professions.

Both the work of Bowles and Gintis (1976) and Collins (1979) reflect the arguments of the
screening hypothesis in economics’ discussed earlier. For example, both take issue with the human
capital model which proposes that higher levels of education lead to greater economic productivity.
Instead, their research highlights the importance of educational credentials which are used by
employers as a proxy for desirable worker traits and values. Bowles and Gintis point out that
educational achievement acts to legitimate authority for dominant social groups.

A criticism of some conflict approaches (e.g., Bowles and Gintis, and Collins) is that they
emphasize the transmission of dominant values via education and often de-value the ability of
education to transmit legitimate and valuable forms of knowledge. However, it must be recalled that

the theoretical starting points of these theorists are fundamentally different from that of functionalists

3 Blaug (1985) notes that the work of Bowles and Gintis had an impact on research in the economics of
education, by offering a contrary explanation (i.e., screening) for positive returns to education.
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and human capital theorists. While the former base their explanations on inherent conflict in society,
the latter endorse a systems approach and look to factors which enable integration.

Generally, conflict or reproduction theorists take issue with functionalist accounts of the role
of education, and contend that the education system largely perpetuates class divisions in society.
Nevertheless, this perspective does not necessarily preclude any liberalizing effects of education, as
noted by functionalists and human capital theorists. For example, Sorensen’s (1998) research found
that while a university education does have a liberalizing effect on the social attitudes of students, it
does not have the same effect on economic values. Similarly, while individuals may become more
liberal because of their university experience, their degrees provide them with greater occupational
mobility compared to those individuals who do not have a university education. Besides greater
occupational opportunities for those with degrees, human capital theorists have found that higher levels
of education lead to greater economic returns (Leslie and Brinkman, 1988; Stager, 1996). Whether this
is a result of skill acquisition as human capital theorists would maintain, or because of credentialism as
noted by Collins, a university education does often lead to more advantageous employment outcomes,
at least with respect to remuneration. For example, five years after graduating, 1986 Canadian
university graduates were earning on average approximately 21 percent more than career/technical
graduates and 32 percent more than trade/vocational graduates (Barr-Teiford et al., 1996). The result
is that while university students may become more liberal in their attitudes and social values, a
reproduction of the class structure occurs because of the relative opportunities afforded to individuals
with and without a university degree. In this sense, explanations of the role of higher education
adopted by human capital theorists and functionalists as well conflict theorists are not necessarily
mutually exclusive.

Nevertheless, despite the important contributions and critiques of education systems
developed by conflict theorists, such an approach is not adopted as a theoretical starting point in this
study. This is particularly the case for how the development of skill, via formal educational systems, is
perceived. For example, this study does not subscribe to the view that positive returns to education are
largely a result of “screening” or “signaling” cues for employers, although it does acknowledge that this

process may exist. Rather, this study supports the view that skill development, or the development of



human capital can function to provide positive returns to education for individuals and society, both
economically and non-economically*. However, as noted earlier, this study attempts to go beyond the
status quo human capital approach which utilizes educational levels as a proxy for skill levels. It does
so by considering more fully what form this human capital takes for university graduates, or in other
words, by examining which skills they acquired in their academic programs.

The current study also assumes a position consistent with human capital theory because of
criticisms that have been expressed by policy-makers and business leaders that graduates today lack
necessary employability skills. Such criticisms are aligned with a human capital position, as they look
to formal education for its ability to serve the economy and society. Nevertheless, criticisms that levels
of human capital among graduates are deficient fail to articulate what these deficiencies entail in terms
of specific employment skills. In fact, very little research has been carried out in this respect. Thus,
this study attempts to more fully examine whether “human capital” is really acquired by university
students, and to possibly better explain what form it takes. As has been suggested, a better
understanding of the types of employment skills that individuals acquire in their university programs,
and take with them into the workplace, would be achieved by considering what graduates themselves
value in their university education. Nevertheless, one of the problematic issues in this quest is how skill
itself is conceptualized and measured. The next section specifically addresses this theoretical and

operational issue.

3. Perspectives on Skill

a) The meaning of skill
Skill:
noun; the ability to use one's knowledge effectively and readily in execution or performance;
dexterity or coordination especially in the execution of learned physical tasks” (Webster's,

1977)

noun; expertess, practised ability, facility in an action or in doing or 1o do something
(Oxford, 1978)

* This position, aligned with human capital theory and functionalism, is primarily directed at Western,
and particularly North American formal educational systems. For example, the proposed association
between education and economic development has not always been supported by data from developing
countries (Brookover and Erickson, 1975).
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Skill is an important component of this study since it focuses on the skills which are presumed
to be needed in today’s global and high-tech information society. Nevertheless, the term skill is
problematic due to its different meanings. Many researchers note the difficulty in defining the term,
and determining how it should be measured. Both the definition and measurement of skill take on
different interpretations depending on the theoretical positions and contextual factors that are used to
frame the concept. This section will outline some of these interpretations, and will also address how
they are related to an important emphasis in this study: i.e., the skills that may be acquired through a
university education.

Exploring the semantics of the word, fundamentally skill is a noun, while descriptive
variations on the word are adjectives. Used as a noun, skill becomes an objective thing. The idea that
skill is a thing has implications both for how it is conceptualized and how it may be measured. More
will be said about this later. Used as an adjective, variations on the root word skill, (as in skilled,
skillful, skill-less) are frequently used to describe individuals and/or the roles they occupy. This might
include occupational roles such as mechanics, doctors, salespeople, athietes and musicians, to name
just a few. Descriptions of this nature are made in reference to the actions that individuals perform in
their defined roles. These skill-related descriptions may be modified by additional adjectives such as
“great” (as in great skill), prefixes such as “un” (as in unskilled), and suffixes such as “-fiel”” and “-less”
(as in skillful and skill-less) to connote qualitative differences in the nawre of the skill.

With respect to the etymology of the term, Kraft (1986) points out that skill has been in use in
the English language since the thirteenth century and originally meant division or degree. The modern
English use of the term appeared with more frequency throughout the 8th and 19th century. Kraft
indicates that more frequent usage of the term in the 19th century coincided with a frontal attack on
craft work organizations by capitalist entrepreneurs and managers. For example, he points out that
Adam Smith suggested that traditional workers could be replaced by “hands” who possessed varying
degrees of skill.

What is suggested by Kraft’s historical examination of the term, as well as its being a noun in
the dictionary sense, is that skill is inherently scalar. As such, it is conceptualized as a thing, and

something which individuals may possess more or less. The connotation of skill as an ability or
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characteristic of some type suggests that judgment and subjective perception, which are open toc much
debate, are a necessary feature of any usage of the term. Therefore, our understanding of workplace
skills must acknowledge their inherently subjective nature. Gaskell notes that “the process of
evaluating skills is a highly political, contextual and ideological one™ (1991; p.143). Broadly speaking,
to make assessments about skill and skill levels necessitates that one is aware of how it is being defined
and measured.

While it is widely used, I will utilize the term in this study to mean employment skills, or skills
which are applied or acted upon in a workplace setting. Nevertheless, just what is implied by
employment skills may also be open to debate. For example, while employers often utilize skill
profiles when hiring and assessing the performance of employees, certain skills which fall outside of
job descriptions may be vital for individuals in the workplace (Darrah, 1994). These tacit skills, or the
informal knowledge that may be learned in interaction with co-workers on the job are often
unacknowledged and unrewarded (Krahn and Lowe, 1993a). Similarly, while post-secondary graduates
may be assessed in terms of traditional skill outcomes (e.g. communication, reasoning skills), they may
have acquired additional skills in an academic setting which are not acknowledged. Among other
things, this study attempts to address this issue.

Theoretically, skill has been conceptualized by social science researchers in two different
ways: (1) as a characteristic of individuals; and (2) as an inherent part of jobs and the organization of
work. Contrasting these two broad conceptualizations (skill in individuals versus skill in jobs) acts as a
good starting point in understanding how skill has been theorized.

The first view, that skill is a property of individuals, an inherent trait or learned ability, has a
strong relationship to human capital theory. The policy-level criticisms directed at educational
institutions including universities regarding apparent skill deficiencies in students, as well as some of
the media reports cited earlier, all adopt this perspective on skill. Theoretically, the skill in individuals
perspective illustrates how skills may be valued for their functional capabilities. This may include how
specific skills are independently valued in society, and also how the sum of a number of skills that

workers bring to the workplace function together to accomplish tasks. In some respects, the
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development of skill profiles by the Conference Board of Canada and Human Resources Development
Canada illustrates this functional view of skill types.

In terms of certain types of employment skills which may be brought to the workplace by
individuals, some have made a distinction between basic skills, general workplace skills, and job-
specific skills (Krahn and Lowe, 1993c; Ontario, 1990). Basic skills refer to general types of skills
such as mathematical ability, reading, writing, the ability to learn, and communication. General
workplace skills refer to generic technical skills, analytic problem-solving skills, and interpersonal and
teamwork skills. Finally, job-specific skills refer to skills which are specifically germane to particular
jobs and occupations. While the first two types of skills are deemed to be more portable in terms of
their relevance to a wide range of job types, job-specific skills are obviously not as readily portable.
However, while there is a distinction between the types of skills that individuals bring with them into
the workplace, they all reflect examples of human capital.

On the issue of the application of skills, philosophers of education have debated the
transferability of particular skills learned through formal education across disciplines and into different
social contexts such as the workplace. Many have been skeptical of the ability to transfer such skills
because of the specific context in which they are learned (Hirst, 1974; Barrow, 1987; McPeck, 1987).
Bridges (1993) on the other hand, argues that it may be possible to identify skills which can be applied
to a range of social contexts such as the workplace.

In contrast to the skill in individuals perspective, the skill in jobs perspective receives greater
attention in sociology, given its concern with the relationship between social structure and roles
(Spenner, 1983). For example, various features of jobs such as level of task complexity, level of
autonomy, level of responsibility, and amount of training required, have all been used to define the skill
levels of jobs. This approach allows for more historical and cross-cultural comparisons and has been
fundamental in analyses of the changing nature of the occupational structure in industrial and post-
industrial society (Bell, 1973; Braverman, 1974; Form, 1987; Myles, 1988, Gallie, 1994; Coffield,
1996). Here, the specific focus on skill shifts from individual ability and responsibility to the types of

opportunities that are available in the labour market. Such analyses have examined, among other
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things, how the implementation of new technologies in the workplace, as well as how work is structured
by employers, has broader implications for how work is executed at an individual level.

As Vallas (1990) points out, the skill in individuals perspective generally utilizes skill as an
independent variable, often as a predictor of wage levels. In contrast, the skill in jobs conceptualization
typically utilizes skill as a dependent variable. For example, sociologists generally utilize skill in this

way when examining changes in the skill levels of jobs over time.

b) Sociological Research on Skill

In addition to the broad distinction between skill as an individual trait or as something
inherent in jobs, sociologists have examined skill from a variety of other theoretical positions. Attewell
(1950) provides a useful typology for categorizing skill-related research in sociology. The four
theoretical perspectives in this typology include: positivism, Marxism, social-constructionism, and
ethnomethodology. 1 will briefly summarize this typology as it provides a useful way of classifying
sociological research on skill. In addition, I will briefly re-introduce the human capital approach to
skill, as the research conducted in this study is more oriented to this perspective.

The first theoretical perspective in Attewell’s typology is positivism. This perspective
assumes that skill is an objective thing which can be measured primarily through quantitative research
strategies. As Attewell points out, one theoretical dilemma for positivists is whether skill is inherent in
individuals or job content. A corresponding problem is that there is not always agreement over which
measurement indicators of skill should be used.

Marxism provides another framework from which skill has been analyzed. Unlike some
economic orientations, in which skill is perceived as an individual characteristic’, the main argument
for Marxists is that skill is related to the power dynamics that exist in capitalist society, and involves a
question of control over the work process. It is argued that with increasing mechanization and
autornation in modern industrial society, a corresponding division of the physical and mental execution
of work tasks developed. As a result, control of the work process was gradually appropriated from

workers, leading to alienation. A problem with this perspective is that loss of control is often equated
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with “unskilled” work. Therefore, it could be deduced that all workers are viewed as having little
autonomy or control of their work, a proposition that may well not be true.

In Labour and Monopoly Capital, Braverman (1974) took up Marx's position and situated it
in a more contemporary context while remaining committed to the idea of loss of worker control.
Braverman described the decline in inherent skills of occupations in modern capitalist societies. In
contrast, Blauner (1964) and Bell (1973) were more optimistic about the future of work in a post-
industrial society, noting that advances in technology and expansion of the service sector would require
a potentially more knowledgeable and skilled workforce. The broad distinction between these two
orientations is one of deskilling versus upskilling. Theoretically, these perspectives are aligned with
Marxism, labour process theory and de-industrialization in the former, and post-industrial theory in the
latter.

A social constructionist or neo-Weberian approach offers another sociological position on
skill. Here, skill is viewed as something which is defined and re-defined by social actors over time.
Social constructionists argue that there is a need to understand how and why occupations are imbued
with status, and assumed to have different levels of skill. As well, they argue that certain occupations
develop a raised status over time which is driven by market-based (supply and demand) and ideological
factors (Collins, 1979)°. Feminist scholarship has added to the social contructionist perspective on skill
by pointing out that historically, occupations and their corresponding skills have been differentially
associated with gender. This literature has been important for its contributions to policy debates on pay
equity and comparable worth. For example, Gaskell (1991) has examined the social processes which
have shaped evaluations of women's work over time. Specifically, she notes the gender bias inherent in
the valuation of certain types of skills. Gaskell indicates that some skills are linked to specific “female”
occupations, and have historically been rewarded with less pay and less status. Steinberg (1990) has
similarly examined the relationship between gender and skill in comparable worth debates and has

described how definitions of skill are often socially constructed in the workplace and in policy.

5 Becker's (1964) human capital theory is one example from economics.
8 Collins’ (1990) discussion of “market closure” also provides an example of this.
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Ethnomethodology offers another perspective on skill, attempting to strip away traditional
notions of value which are associated with skill, and to understand all human activity for its own sake.
One important challenge that ethnomethodologists make to traditional (i.e., positivist) attempts to
measure skill is with respect to the observer's point of reference. Here, the traditional view that
esoteric activities are more complex than routine ones, is reversed. For example, it is noted that once a
skill becomes routine, it is often devalued and taken for granted (Schutz, 1970). In contrast,
ethnomethodologists have attempted to show that all social activity is highly complex, including
everyday “mundane” tasks (Garfinkel, 1969). With respect to studies on the workplace, researchers
have documented the substantial skills inherent in seemingly “unskilled” work (Kusterer, 1978; Harper,
1987).

While these theoretical positions provide alternative ways of conceptualizing skill, once again
the tendency in sociology is to examine skill as a feature of jobs, as a way of examining changes in the
occupational structure over time. This is particularly the case with the position taken up by Braverman
(1974) and other contlict theorists, and the social constructionist position adopted by Gaskell (1991).
In contrast, this study examines skill as something embodied in individuals, or as human capital. That
is, in the context of the education system, and specifically university education, it is assumed that
students do acquire employment skills through their academic programs which may provide positive
benefits to themselves after they enter the labour market, as well as benefits to their employers and
society. As has been noted, this human capital position on skill allows us to directly examine some
recent criticisms made by policy-makers and business leaders about the employment skills that students

acquire in their post-secondary programs.

¢) The Measurement of Skill

I have outlined different ways skill has been theoretically conceptualized. A directly related
concern for researchers is how skill is measured. The assumption that skill is measurable treats “skill”
as a social fact, or a thing. In terms of the theoretical orientations discussed above, the attempt to
measure skill in this more concrete manner falls within the realm of positivism. Typically, a

quantitative approach has been utilized by such researchers to objectively measure skill. Alternatively,
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others have treated skill more as an ideological concept. For example, a social constructionist position
would assert that conceptions of skill are fundamentally subjectively defined and ideologically driven.
Conlflict thearists would add to this by noting that those in positions of power define skill.
Theoretically and empirically, the distinction between these two ways of examining skill is a
nomothetic-idiographic distinction. Theoreticians utilizing the former (i.e., a positivist position) adopt
an objective perspective on skill in terms of the ability to empirically assess it (i.e., skill as a
measurable “thing”). An idiographic approach however would adopt a more skeptical view towards the
ability to measure skill via objective measurement strategies and would support the perspective that
conceptions of skill are fundamentaily subjective.

Most sociological research has assumed a nomothetic (i.e., objective) methodological
approach in analyzing skill. Among those who have attempted to measure skill, an important
consideration is the type of research strategy utilized 1o measure it. Spenner (1983, 1990) notes that
skill measurements can be classified into three types: nonmeasures, indirect, and direct measures. With
respect to nonmeasures, crude associations are often made between occupational groups (e.g.,
managerial, professional, blue collar and white collar) and their implied skill levels. Indirect measures,
on the other hand. generally use some empirical characteristic as a proxy for skill. Education is
perhaps one of the most common indirect measures of skill, while training time and wage rates are also
used as indirect measures. By their very nature, both nonmeasurement and indirect measurement
strategies contain validity problems. For example, in each, what characterizes skill is left open to
speculation, leaving the implied meaning of such measures sometimes unclear and problematic.
Furthermore, for this study of the skills presumably developed by university education, it would be
illogical to use education as an indirect measure of skill.

Direct measures of skill are the most effective measurement strategy and can be made by
either outside sources or through self-reports. Such measures provide a more direct link to underlying
conceptualizations of skill and therefore are less problematic when assessing issues of reliability and
validity. Examples would include field studies which assess skill levels in the context of the workplace
(Darrah, 1994). As well, the construction of various occupational taxonomies (discussed below) which

are developed by way of a quantitative approach, also utilize direct measurement strategies. In the
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latter, direct measurements of job skills are made by expert observers or raters. However, such
measurements made by outside observers have been criticized for containing potential biases. For
example, occupational raters may bias skill measures through their own pre-conceived notions of the
definition of skill.

An important question once again is whether skill, defined as an objective thing, is a
characteristic of individuals or is a feature of jobs. Those who have utilized the skill in jobs
perspective, have generally measured skill in one of two ways; through aggregate studies or case
studies. Those who conduct aggregate studies typically attempt to assess skill levels at a broad level,
across occupational groups and industrial sectors. The fundamental advantage of aggregate studies is
that findings can be more readily generalized to larger populations. The Canadian Classification and
Dictionary of Occupations (CCDO, Canada, 1971), the more recent Canadian National Occupational
Classification (NOC; Canada, 1993), the American Dictionary of Occupational Titles (DOT; U.S.
Department of Labor, 1977) plus other occupational taxonomies (e.g.. Pineo and Porter, 1967) fall into
this category. On the other hand, case studies tend to focus on more intensive investigations of
particular workplaces or occupations. While case studies are not as readily generalizable, they do
reveal more context-based and detailed findings on specific occupations and organizations.

Another concern for researchers who have attempted to measure skill in jobs has to do with
the indicators that are used. Researchers have also asked whether skill is a uni-dimensional or a
multidimensional concept. Sociologists are more apt to take a multidimensional view of skill, while
researchers from other disciplines such as economics have been more inclined to view the term as more
straightforward and have often utilized a uni-dimensional definition’ (Spenner, 1990).

Sociological empirical research has often highlighted two basic dimensions of skill in jobs;
substantive complexity and autonomy-control (Spenner 1983). Both dimensions describe the content
of a job by virtue of the organization of work, as opposed to an ability that individuals bring to a job.
Substantive complexity signifies the level, scope, and integration of mental, manipulative, and
interpersonal aspects of jobs. On the other hand, autonomy-control refers to the discretion available in

jobs to control the content, manner, and speed of job tasks. Other examples of a multi-dimensional
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view of skill are found in Field (1980) and Gallie (1994). For example, Gallie utilizes five
measurement indicators of skill including: (1) perceived qualification levels for jobs; (2) amount of job
training; (3) amount of time to learn to perform a job well; (4) presence of any supervisory
responsibility; and (5) whether subjects themselves viewed their work as skilled. Gallie’s measurement
of skill incorporates a view of skill as something that is both a characteristic of individuals and as a
feature of jobs. For example, while three of his indicators are related to Spenner’s dimensions of
substantive complexity and autonomy-control (i.e., time to learn job well, supervisory responsibility,
perception of work as skilled), the other two items in Gallie's scheme (amount of education and
training) suggest a view of skill as an individual characteristic.

In contrast to the skill in jobs perspective, those who have assumed the skill in individuals
perspective have approached the topic from a range of disciplines including labour and educational
economics, experimental psychology, human resource management, education, and to some degree
sociology. A positivist and nomothetic theoretical approach has largely been utilized for analyzing
skill in this way. Both direct and indirect measures are generally utilized for measuring skill in
individuals.

Relevant to the discussion here, researchers adopting a human capital perspective within
economics have generally utilized an indirect rescarch strategy, and have used “level of education”™ as a
proxy for inherent skill. The assumption is that a greater amount of education by its very nature leads
to greater skill levels and greater productivity for employers. Critics point out that the human capital
approach contains inherent validity problems, as it is unclear as to the degree to which education and
skill are equated. The current study attempts to add to our understanding of what “human capital”
constitutes by examining the skills that individuals may acquire in their university programs.

On the other hand, the field of psychology has often utilized direct measures as a way of
examining skills through experimental methods which attempt to minimize the error in measuring skill
(Singley and Anderson, 1989). Specifically, objective measurements may be made in a controlled

environment for examining a range of specific and narrowly defined tasks. Others, following a situated

7 See for example Flynn’s (1988) review of more than 200 case studies in economics.
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learning approach within psychology (Rogoff and Lave, 1984), have criticized this experimental
approach for its artificiality, noting that the measurement of laboratory tasks bear little resemblance to
real life occurrences. A key point with the situated learning approach is that skills are fundamentally
grounded in the contexts in which they are employed, and cannot be separated from these contexts.
This perspective distances itself from the skill in individuals approach and is more aligned with the skill
in jobs approach taken up by sociologists and other social scientists.

The types of skills which individuals bring with them into a workplace setting have also been
studied by human resource management researchers. The implementation of the assessment of skill via
human resource strategies takes place primarily at the company-level. For example, skill inventories
may be conducted at the recruiting level and for performance appraisals once individuals are on the job
(Schwind et al., 1995). Related to this, skill profiles, such as those created by the Conference Board of
Canada and Human Resources Development Canada, similarly reflect the need to identify the types of
skills which are required by industry.

A body of research on education-employment linkages (or school-work transitions) conducted
by sociologists and other social scientists has also examined skills that individuals acquire or develop
in post-secondary programs. I will discuss these measurement strategies in the next section in the
context of existing Canadian literature on university graduates. Before addressing this subject, a few
additional brief comments are necessary.

While the theoretical distinction between skill in individuals versus skill in jobs is important,
once again this study emphasizes the former in light of the public policy concerns that have been raised
with respect to graduate skill levels. As such, skill is examined in this study as human capital and as
something which may be added through education and training. Nevertheless, despite this emphasis,
some consideration of the skills in jobs perspective will still take place. For example, the types of jobs
that graduates acquire will be examined, including some of the specific features of these jobs. The
emphasis on the skills that individuals acquire by no means is meant to diminish how skills may be
embedded in the structure of jobs themselves. Rather, this study focuses on the skills acquired by

individuals through education as a response to policy-level critiques of higher education.
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4. Canadian Research on University Graduates, and the Value of University Education

The link between university education and the labour market has been examined in a variety of
contexts over the last several decades. This area of study is broadly known as school-work transitions.
This includes all research that examines the movement of individuals through the education system to
the labour market, and vice versa. Research on university graduates comprises a substantial portion of
the type of individuals who have been studied. Nevertheless, Canadian research on school-work
transitions has also analyzed patterns among high school graduates (Looker, 1993; Krahn and Lowe,
1993b, Lowe et al., 1996b) and college and technical school graduates (Anisef et al., 1992).

Canadian research in this area has been ongoing for several decades. For example, since the
1960s, returns to education have been examined within the context of status attainment theory and
social mobility research (Harvey and Charner, 1975; Ornstein, 1981; Harvey and Kalwa, 1983; Blakely
and Harvey, 1988; Anisef et al., 1992). This research tradition emanated from American studies
conducted in the 1960s, as exemplified by the work of Blau and Duncan (1967). This literature has
examined the influences of parental background and socio-economic status for childrens’ eventual
educational and occupational attainment. Canadian research on social and occupational mobility has
examined broader changes in social standing over time, via the occupational structure. Research on
status attainment and social mobility is relevant to discussions of skill since there is a strong link
between occupations and associated skills levels.

Research on university graduates has also been motivated by a number of other factors. For
example, as previously noted, in the context of current political emphasis on institutional performance
and accountability, an increasing number of outcomes assessment studies (or exit surveys) have been
conducted at Canadian post-secondary institutions in recent years’. These studies have examined,
among other things, student satisfaction with academic programs and self-reported skill development.

However, aside from issues of institutional accountability, some of the impetus for research on

university graduates over the past couple of decades has come from concerns about high youth

8 This area is also referred to as school-to-work transitions. Krahn (1996) notes that the term school-
work transitions is more instructive, since it reflects the bi-directional movement of individuals
between the education system and the labour market.
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unemployment and under-utilization of graduates’ education. As a result, some studies have tracked
graduates’ labour market experiences over time. For example, over the past twenty years the National
Graduates Survey (NGS), a panel study conducted by Statistics Canada and Human Resources
Development Canada, has examined the educational and employment outcomes of four separate
cohorts of Canadian post-secondary graduates (Clark et al., 1986; Barr-Telford et al., 1996; Little and
Lapierre, 1996; Paju, 1997). The survey has a number of objectives including the need: (1) to monitor
the experiences of graduates of universities, colleges and technical/vocational schools in the transition
from school to work; (2) to provide information required by analysts developing occupational supply
and demand projection models, and conducting related studies of supply and demand imbalances in the
labour market; (3) to assess graduates’ level of satisfaction in a number of areas (i.e., work and
education); (4) to determine the extent to which employment is related to field of study; and (5) to
compare the employment experiences of different cohorts of graduates (Clark et al., 1986). A
significant benefit of the NGS is that, for the types of indicators utilized, it is highly representative of
Canadian graduates, as over 30,000 post-secondary graduates are typically sampled. However, other
Canadian studies have also examined the experiences of university graduates over time. For example,
Krahn and Lowe's (1993b) longitudinal panel study has tracked the labour market experiences of 1985
University of Alberta graduates. As well, they have more recently began to track the educational and
workplace experiences of a separate 1996 cohort of university graduates.

Some of this research on university graduates has examined, among other things, the value of
a university education, aithough it may not always be explicitly stated as such. For example, one way
that the value of a university education has been indirectly addressed is through an examination of
graduates’ labour market outcomes. Specifically, several studies have looked at the relationship
between education and subsequent employment. In each NGS, respondents have been asked whether
their jobs were related to their post-secondary education. Results have generally revealed that a
majority of graduates have acquired jobs over time which are either directly related or partly related.

For example, two years after graduating, 85 percent of 1986 graduates working full-time indicated that

% For example, Lowe et al., (1996) analyzed University of Alberta graduates’ perceptions about their
educational experiences.
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their jobs were either directly related or partly related to their education (Barr-Telford et al., 1996). As
well, two years after graduating, 86 percent of 1990 graduates working full-time indicated that their
Jobs were either directly related or partly related to their education. This percentage increased to 88
percent, three years later when these same graduates were again surveyed in 1995 (Little and Lapierre,
1996).

However, some additional analysis of 1990 NGS data has revealed that there are differences in
job match-mismatch by “field of study.” Generally speaking, examining differences by field of study is
important because it helps to reveal which graduates experience success finding related work in the
fabour market. However, it is also important to examine this subject because of a common perception
that students in science-related fields have more success in the labour market compared to students in
the arts and social sciences. As Finnie notes, “the emphasis on comparing science versus non-science
graduates is largely motivated by the general perception that we need to add more - and better -
technically oriented graduates to the labour force™ (1995; p.2). Looking at NGS results for 1986
graduates, Bowlby (1996) found that, two years after graduating, health profession graduates had the
highest percentage of directly related jobs (71 percent), followed by engineering and applied science
graduates (56 percent) and education graduates (66 percent). General arts and science (48 percent),
social sciences (47 percent) and humanities (43 percent) had a lower percentage of graduates in directly
related jobs. These results seem to suggest that compared to some “non-science” programs (e.g.,
general arts, social science, humanities), professionally-oriented science graduates may more quickly
find work which is more directly related to their fieid of study.

Given concerns regarding the match between university education and subsequent
employment, some more critical sociological research has also been conducted to examine
underemployment among Canadian graduates (Livingstone, 1993; Anisef et al., 1996). For example,
Redpath (1994) found that 35 percent of Alberta and Ontario university graduates were in jobs that did
not require their level of education, two years after graduating in 1985. By field of study, she found
that 70 percent of Arts graduates were in mis-matched jobs two years after graduating, followed by
Science graduates (45 percent), Business graduates (33 percent), Engineering graduates (17 percent)

and Education graduates (10 percent). Once again, as with findings from the NGS, it is interesting to
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note that a higher percentage of Arts graduates were in mis-matched jobs two years after graduating.
However, a significant percentage of Science graduates in Redpath’'s study (45 percent) were also in
mis-matched positions. As Redpath suggests, graduates from certain professional faculties (i.e.,
Education, Engineering and Accounting) seem to be in a more advantageous position when it comes to
acquiring jobs which match their education, at least in the immediate years after graduation.

One conclusion that emerges from some of this literature is that, while policy-makers seem to
suggest that there are skill shortages or deficiencies in human capital among graduates. research reveals
that a significant number individuals from different types of programs, including Arts and Science, are
underemployed after graduating. As Redpath (1994) suggests, there are discrepancies between the
types of skills that employers and policy-makers indicate are needed, and the types of jobs which are
available to graduates. For example, while policy-makers may suggest that science graduates are
needed, research reveals that many of these graduates still have difficulties finding work which makes
use of their education. Based on these findings on job match-mismatch, it is apparent that a university
education may be of value for graduates from some faculties, more than for graduates from other
faculties.

Another way that the value of a university education has been implicitly examined in the
research literature is in terms of how graduates assess their educational choices several years later.
Both the NGS and Krahn and Lowe's Edmonton School-Work Transitions Study have asked
individuals to assess their educational choices in the years after they graduate. Findings have typically
revealed that a majority of graduates have been satisfied with their educational choices. For example,
NGS results reveal that two years after graduating 73 percent of 1982 graduates and 73 percent of 1990
graduates said they would have chosen the same educational programs (Clark et al., 1986; Little and
Lapierre, 1996). Once again, there were differences by field of study. For example, among 1990
graduates, agriculture and biological science graduates were the most dissatisfied with their programs
(35 percent), followed by general arts and science graduates (31 percent), as well as humanities (30
percent) and social science graduates (30 percent). On the other hand, fewer graduates of health
professions (15 percent), education (16 percent) and engineering (16 percent) were dissatisfied. These

results seem to reflect those presented above on the relationship between education and employment.
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That is, just as more graduates in the health professions, engineering and education were likely to have
directly related jobs, they also appear to have had fewer regrets about their educational choices. This is
perhaps not surprising, given that we might expect individuals’ labour market outcomes to have an
impact on evaluations of academic programs.

Aside from the NGS, Krahn and Lowe’s (1993b) study of predominantly Alberta graduates
revealed that, four years after graduating, 68 percent of 1985 graduates were satisfied with their
education, while the same percentage of these individuals were satisfied with their choices in 1992.
Their 1992 (i.e., 7 years after individuals had graduated) results by field of study reveal that a higher
percentage of Education graduates indicated that they would make the same educational choices (76
percent), followed by Engineering graduates (75 percent), Science graduates (70 percent), Arts
graduates (60 percent) and Business graduates (56 percent). NGS findings from two separate cohorts
of graduates (i.e., 1986 and 1990) reveal that Education and Engineering graduates were somewhat
more likely to be satisfied with their educational choices, while Science and Arts graduates are
somewhat less likely to be satisfied.

While these general results are informative, it would also be useful to supplement this
information with more detailed assessments graduates make of their programs. Exit surveys conducted
at individual academic institutions typically do ask students to make a number of more specific types of
program assessments. However, exit surveys usually collect data only when individuals are graduating.
It would also be helpful to ask graduates to assess their programs once they have been in the workforce
for a number of years.

The value of a university education has also been implicitly addressed in other research, in
terms of how graduates assess the skills they developed at university, as well as their ability to utilize
these skills in the workplace. However, unlike the examination of the relationship between education
and employment (i.e., or job-education match-mismatch), this topic area has received relatively little
attention. This is surprising, given the number of references to employment skills in the research
literature, as well as references to employment skills and skill shortages in public policy debates. The
few existing studies which have examined this topic area will be outlined here, in order that I may later

discuss how the current study will depart from them.
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One Canadian study that has specifically focused on skill development at university is the
Making the Match study (Evers et al., 1998; Rush and Evers, 1986, Rush et al., 1990). This study
examined skill development among university students and graduates over a three-year period.
Findings from their study reveal that, among a list of more than sixty pre-defined skill items, university
graduates rated their interpersonal skills most positively, followed by problem-solving skills, dealing
with everyday pressures, written communication skills, and time management skills (Rush et al., 1990).
Individuals in this study were also asked to indicate the sources of this skill development (i.e.. before
university, university courses, extra-curricular university activities, on-the-job experience, formal job
training). It is interesting to note that, of the five skill types that graduates were most positive about,
three (i.e., problem-solving, written communication, and time management) were believed to have been
primarily developed through on-the-job training and only secondarily through university courses. The
two remaining skill types (i.e., interpersonal skills, and dealing with everyday pressure) were believed
to have been developed through on-the-job training, and before university. Overall, the Making the
Match study has been effective in providing overtime data on graduates’ assessments of skill types, as
well as outlining graduates’ perceptions about the sources of this skill development.

Gilbert also examined skill acquisition of university students through the Career and
Education Achievement in the Student Environment Project (CEASE) (Evers and Gilbert, 1991).
Findings from this study revealed that, among a number of pre-defined skill items, students’
assessments of independence were the highest, followed by thinking and reasoning skills, planning and
organizational skills, interpersonal and social skills, and problem-solving skills. As with the Making
the Match study, students in the CEASE project evaluated the sources of their skill development. These
students indicated that formal university education had been the most influential source for their
problem-solving, thinking and reasoning skills, planning and organizational skills, time management,
and quantitative skills. On the other hand, students considered formal university education to be the
least important source for decision-making, communication skills, interpersonal and social skills,
supervisory skills, and independence.

A brief comparison of the Making the Match and CEASE studies reveals that graduates and

students were generally positive about their skill development, although they provided lower evaluations
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of quantitative, supervisory, communication, risk-taking, leadership and creativity. As Evers and Gilbert
(1991) outline, formal university education appeared to be a more important source of skill development
for thinking/ reasoning, and problem-solving skills, planning/ organizational and time management
skills, the ability to conceptualize, learning skills, quantitative skills and technical skills. However,
university education appeared to be seen as a less influential source for the development of
independence, interpersonal and social skills, supervisory skills, risk-taking, managing conflict,
leadership and creativity. Thus, it is interesting to note that students and graduates in these studies
tended to emphasize analytical and organizational types of skills as having been developed at university,
while downplaying other traditional generic skills such as social/ interpersonal and communication
skills.

However, one of the drawbacks of both the Making the Match and CEASE studies is that they
do not provide information on the extent to which graduates believed that the skill types that they
evaluated are actually utilized in the workplace. In this respect, Krahn and Lowe’s Edmonton School-
Work Transitions Study is somewhat more informative as it provides some information on the
relationship between university education and employment in terms of perceived skill development. For
example, four years after graduating, 78 percent of respondents said that their job was related to their
education in terms of “specific skills” learned, while 87 percent said that their job was related in terms of
“general skills” learned (Krahn and Lowe, 1990). Nevertheless, while this information is useful in that
is conveys that graduates may be satisfied with their skiil development at university, it does not outline
the skills to which graduates are specifically referring. However, another feature of Krahn and Lowe's
study is that graduates also evaluated their perceived skill development for several specific skill items.
Specifically, four years after graduating, over 80 percent of 1985 graduates indicated that their education
had improved both their communication and reasoning skills. Along with the fact that over 80 percent
of these graduates also indicated that their education had improved their career prospects, this provides
some evidence that these graduates valued certain aspects of their university education.

Additionally, the NGS has examined graduates’ perceptions of their skill development. For
example, two years after graduating, approximately 70 percent of 1982 graduates indicated that their

education had provided them with “general skills” (i.e., communication, social and reasoning skills)
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either “to some extent” or “t0 a great extent.” As well, approximately 70 percent of 1982 graduates
indicated that their programs had “improved their career prospects.” At a general level, this provides
some evidence that a majority of graduates valued certain aspects of their education. Nevertheless, this
information is ambiguous in terms of how graduates assess specific types of skills developed in their
programs. For example, asking graduates to assess the development of their “general skills” presents a
potential measurement problem, as it is unclear how respondents may interpret the meaning of this
question. In this respect, one improvement to the NGS in the 1990s is that additional questions have
been incorporated which address specific skill types. Looking at the 1992 results for the “class of
1990, graduates provided higher assessments of “critical thinking” and *decision-making skills,” and
somewhat lower assessments of “writing” and “speaking” skills'®. These results arc somewhat
reflective of those found in the Making the Maich study and the CEASE project. That is, graduates
appear to be more positive with respect to the development of analytical skills, and less positive with
respect to the development of their communication skills. Further analysis of these findings by ficld of
study would help to delineate how graduates from different programs have fared, given the perception
by some that individuals from different programs may be acquiring more desirable employment skills
than others. For example, policy-makers often suggest that more graduates from “science™ programs or
“high tech” programs are needed in the workplace today.

Overall, a review of the school-work transitions literature reveals that the value of a university
education has been implicitly examined in a number of Canadian studies on graduate outcomes. This
includes research which has examined the match between graduates’ education and employment,
graduates’ evaluations of their educational experiences, and to a lesser degree, graduates’ evaluations
of their skill development at university. However, as suggested throughout this section, additional
research is required on all of these topic areas. For example, more research is needed on how
individuals evaluate their programs several years after graduating. While some research has been

conducted in this area (i.e., through individual exit surveys, the NGS, Krahn and Lowe’s Edmonton

' In 1992, the class of 1990 graduates were asked to rate the extent to which their programs had
developed various skills on a scale of O (not at all) to 3 (to a great extent). Mean values for these skill
types include: critical thinking skills (2.4), decision-making skills (2.23), writing skills (1.96), and
speaking skills (1.95) (Little and Lapierre, 1996).
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School-Work Transitions Study), it would be useful to ask graduates additional questions about their
programs to determine the extent to which they value their education several years later. As well, and
of particular importance, additional research is needed on how individuals assess specific employment
skills they may have developed in their programs, and which skills have been useful for them in the
workplace. Overall, additional research is required in these areas to address concerns raised by policy-
makers and business leaders regarding the value of a university education. As well, if we are to
sufficiently understand how a university education may be valued in society today, and especially as
this relates to occupational outcomes, it would seem that graduates themselves would provide an
important source of information.

From a methodological point of view, of those studies which have examined university
graduate outcomes in Canada, almost all have utilized direct measurement strategies via quantitative
survey instruments. In many cases, measures of skill development and satisfaction with programs are
obtained through self-reports on surveys and are subsequently analyzed at an aggregate level. The
main benefit of these studies is that findings can be generalized to a larger body of graduates. This is
particularly the case with the NGS, but also applies to other research which has collected aggregate
data on university students and graduates (e.g., the Edmonton School-Work Transitions Study, the
Making the Match study).

A limitation with many of these studies is that they provide only a limited amount of
information on graduates’ assessments of their university education and the employment skills they
developed in their programs. For example, graduates are typically asked to assess a number of pre-
determined and also sometimes a limited number of skill types through quzatitative scaling techniques.
This strategy limits the types of responses that graduates are able to provide. In this respect, it would
be useful to examine which employment skills graduates volunteer as having been developed at
university, and which have been useful for them in the workplace. This also applies to additional types
of questions regarding how graduates assess their educational experiences more generally. For
example, it would be useful to ask graduates to identify specific features of programs they believed
were “strengths and weaknesses” and how they evaluate their programs in light of their subsequent

experiences in the labour market.
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At the same time, examining graduates’ labour market outcomes is an important way of
assessing the value of university education. Some studies have conducted follow-up research on
university graduates and employment outcomes. For example, the NGS and the Edmonton School-
Work Transitions Study are both longitudinal studies which have tracked the labour market experiences
of graduates over time. While more research is required on how graduates value their university
education in general, and in terms of specific skill development, it is equally important to examine
graduates' labour market outcomes as a way of contextualizing these evaluations.

Methodologically, interviews would provide a useful way to examine these issues.
Furthermore, conducting interviews with graduates once they had been working for several years would
allow us to examine issues surrounding skill development and evaluations of university education in
greater depth than with a traditional survey questionnaire approach. For example, an interview
approach would provide the opportunity to potentially identify any tacir skills that graduates may
acquire in their programs, and which may be important for them in the workplace. More generally,
however, an interview approach would allow graduates to elaborate on their responses in a more open-
ended manner than they typically do, or are encouraged to, in self-administered survey questionnaires.

This would also be supplemented through question probing by an interviewer.

5. Objectives and Research Questions

In light of the preceding discussion, the main objective of this study is to examine the value of
a university education today in three respects: (1) by examining employment outcomes of university
graduates; (2) by examining graduates’ evaluations of their university education; and (3) by examining
graduates’ perceptions about the skills they developed at university. Chapters 4 through 6 present
findings frum this study which address these three research objectives.

The current study draws upon two sources of data to examine the main research objectives
outlined here. This includes semi-structured interviews conducted with thirty-seven individuals who
graduated from a range of programs at the University of Alberta in 1989 and who were interviewed in

the winter and spring of 1997. In addition, this study also examines questionnaire data collected from
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these same individuals between 1985-1992 as part of the Edmonton School-Work Transitions Study
(Krahn and Lowe, 1993b). The survey questionnaire data, along with the interview data, provide an
opportunity to examine over-time changes in assessments of university education and perceptions of
skill development. The specific details of the research design, including a description of the research
participants, are outlined in Chapter 3.

Another objective of this study is to consider the relative value of utilizing a semi-structured
interview approach versus a more traditional survey questionnaire approach for examining graduates’
assessments of their employment skills and their university education. This research objective will be
addressed in Chapter 7 (Discussion and Conclusions) once all of the findings have been presented.

A third research objective of the study is to examine the concept of “human capital” in more
detail than have other social scientists in the past. Specifically, this study will attempt to identify some
of the components of human capital (i.e., employment skills) that individuals may acquire in their
university programs.

In the context of these objectives and the foregoing review of the literature, a number of
research questions are considered in this study. These general research questions framed the more
specific questions asked in the semi-structured interviews and helped in the selection of particular
questions to be examined from the Edmonton School-Work Transitions Study questionnaires. The
general research questions are outlined below in the order in which they are examined in Chapters 4

through 6.

1. Emplovment-Related Questions

1) How are 1989 university graduates faring in the labour market? What types of jobs have interview
participants acquired since graduating?

2) How do graduates assess the degree of match/mismatch between their university education and their
jobs?

3) Are graduates satisfied with the jobs they have acquired?

4) Have graduates’ assessments regarding the degree of education-job match/mismatch, or their job
satisfaction, changed over time?

$) Do graduates’ employment experiences vary by program of study?
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II. University Assessment Questions

6) How do 1989 graduates evaluate their university education several years after having graduated?
Do they value their university education, especially in light of their employment experiences? What
are some specific features of their programs that they recognize as strengths and weaknesses?

7) Have graduates’ assessments of their university education changed over time?

8) Do graduates’ assessments of their university education vary by program of study?

1. Skill-Related Questions

9) Which employment skiils do 1989 university graduates identify as having been learned in their
undergraduate programs”? Related to this, what employment skills do they say they should have learned
at university?

10) Have graduates' assessments of some of the employment skills they acquired changed over time?
[1) Which employment skills have graduates been able to utilize in the workplace?

12) What are graduates’ assessments of the role of universities in teaching employment skills?

13) Is program of study a determinant of the types of employment skills that graduates indicate they
learned, or should have learned, at university?

14) How do graduates define terms like “skill” and “skilled job™?
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Chapter 3
Methodology
This study addresses concerns about the value of university education by examining
graduates’ employment outcomes, their assessments of their university education and the skills they
developed in their programs. Two types of empirical data are utilized in this study. The primary
research data come from semi-structured interviews which were conducted with university graduates in
1997. Additionally, existing survey data collected from this same group of individuals is examined.
Together, the analyses of these data address the research objectives and questions which have been
discussed in Chapters | and 2. Before outlining the details of the research design, it is necessary to
briefly outline the Edmonton School-Work Transitions Study, since it is this larger study which served

as an important data and respondent source for the current study.

1. The Edmonton School-Work Transitions Study

The Edmonton School-Work Transitions Study (ESWS) was begun at the University of
Alberta in 1985 by Dr. Harvey Krahn and Dr. Graham Lowe. This longitudinal panel study has
examined issues surrounding school and work for primarily Edmonton and Alberta youth for more
than a decade. This study has a life-course perspective and examines many of the structural,
institutional and subjective components of life transitions, particularly as this relates to education and
employment. In total, the study has examined four cohorts of youth including two groups of grade 12
students and two groups of university graduates. Specifically, in 1985, approximately 3600 grade 12
students from Edmonton, Sudbury and Toronto were surveyed, as well as over 600 university
graduates from the same three cities. Since 1985, most of these individuals have been contacted four
additional times as part of the on-going panel study, although the Toronto and Sudbury components of
the study were discontinued in 1989. Specifically, additional data collection phases of the ESWS were
carried out in 1986, 1987, 1989, and in 1992. In 1992, 41 percent of the original high school sample
completed a survey, as well as 61 percent of the original university sample. In 1996, two new cohorts

of individuals were surveyed, including a grade 12 cohort which was expanded to an Alberta-wide
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sample, which totaled approximately 2700 students. As well, in 1996, a new cohort of more than 600
University of Alberta graduating students were also surveyed.

Respondents from the original 1985 Edmonton grade [2 cohort comprise the core sample in
the current study'. I chose to follow-up the 1985 grade 12 cohort, rather than the 1985 university
cohort, because of the methodological issue of recall. The 1985 university sample graduated twelve
years earlier before I began my study. However, individuals from the 1985 Edmonton grade 12 sample
graduated from university eight years before I began my research. Hence, I believed that individuals
from the grade 12 cohort would have an easier time reflecting back on their educational experiences.
As well, in contrast to 1985 university sample members, the grade 12 cohort completed questionnaires
throughout the course of their university studies. This provided the opportunity to examine changes in
responses while respondents were still students. In the following section, [ will discuss the overall
research design of this study and then outline the details of the semi-structured interviews that were

conducted and also how the ESWS survey data were utilized.

2. Research Design

In the current study, two sources of data are utilized in the overall research design. These data
include semi-structured interviews, which introduced a qualitative component in terms of how they
were conducted. These semi-structured interviews were conducted with university graduates in 1997.
In addition to the interview data, existing quantitative survey data was aiso analyzed. These survey
data were collected as part of the ESWS between {985 and 1992.

The research design of this study draws upon methodological features of the ESWS. For
example, 1997 interview participants were among those who had also completed surveys for the 1985-
1992 ESWS. As well, some of the questions asked of 1997 sample members had also been asked of
1985-1992 ESWS respondents. For these reasons, the 1997 semi-structured interview component is a
longitudinal follow-up of the 1985-1992 ESWS. However, the 1997 interviews not only follow-up

with ESWS sample members, but also extend upon many of the issues and questions from that study.

! Permission was granted by the principal researchers to contact respondents who took part in the 1985
phase of the ESWS.
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In particular, most of the questions that 1997 interview participants were asked are those which address
the key research objectives and questions which were outlined in the previous two chapters. Thus,
incorporated into the 1997 interviews are questions which are more focused on examining the value of
a university education. These include questions regarding skill development at university, skill use on
the job, and assessments of university education. As well, methodologically, the 1997 semi-structured
interviews depart from the ESWS questionnaires in terms of the manner in which questions are asked.
For example, 1997 interview participants were asked to respond to questions in a more open-ended
manner than were ESWS respondents. As well, the fact that the 1997 interviews were conducted in
person is different from the ESWS survey questionnaires, which were generally self-administered.

One of the main reasons for utilizing both the 1997 semi-structured interview data and the
1985-1992 ESWS survey data is that it provides the opportunity to examine graduates’ perceptions on
university education, skill development, and employment in an over-time context. For example, there
are some questionnaire items from the 1992 phase of the ESWS on job match/mismatch that parailel
questions which I asked in the 1997 interviews. In this respect, it is possible to examine sample
members’ responses to certain questions longitudinally.

Another benefit of using both data sources is that there are certain ESWS questionnaire items
which provide useful background information for the types of questions asked in the 1997 interviews.
For example, in the 1985-1992 ESWS questionnaires, sample members were asked about the reasons
why they chose their particular program of studies at university. This type of information is useful for
interpreting some of the 1997 interview data.

Another advantage of using both data sources is that it provides the opportunity to triangulate
these data. That is, findings for similar types of questions which have been examined via different
methodological procedures can be corroborated. This provides at least a partial validity check for
some of the questions examined. While some changes in the findings from these data would result
from over-time changes in attitudes and perceptions (i.e., between 1985-1992 and 1997), it might be
expected that findings would not be so dramatically different such that comparisons could not be made.

In the following sub-sections, I will outline the 1997 interviews in greater detail than what has

been described thus far and also discuss how the ESWS survey data were utilized in this study.



54

a) 1997 Semi-Structured Interview Data
i Sampling Strategy

A non-probability sample was chosen from the 404 Edmonton high school respondents who
took part in the 1985 to 1992 ESWS. Individuals were chosen on the basis of a number of criteria. For
example, an attempt was made to choose individuals who had graduated from the Faculties of Arts,
Science, and Business. These faculties were chosen since they represent programs which are more
general in their academic orientation and less specific in terms of potential employment outcomes as
compared to some other programs at the University (¢.g., Dentistry, Law, Nursing). The initial goal
was to contact and interview ten individuals from each of these faculties, including five men and five
woman, for a total of thirty interview participants. An attempt was also made to choose individuals
who had only completed their undergraduate degree, with no further post-secondary education. As
well, an initial goal of the study was to choose individuals who had a range of socio-economic
backgrounds, based on the information known about participants from the first few phases of the
ESWS. Finally, an attempt was made to choose individuals who lived in greater Edmonton or central
Alberta, therefore controlling on subsequent geographical location.

Once attempts were made to contact individuals by telephone in February and early March of
1997, it became apparent that the original sampling strategy needed modification. For example, while
many individuals still lived in the greater Edmonton region, a number of graduates had moved from
this region including some who had left the province. Thus, it became apparent that it would be
difficult to contact enough individuals from each of the three faculties in the greater Edmonton region.
As a result, the potential contact area was enlarged and some individuals were contacted who lived
outside of central Alberta. In the end, seven additional interviews were conducted with individuals
from British Columbia, Saskatchewan and Calgary.

Another problem with the original sampling strategy was that choosing individuals from a
range of socio-economic backgrounds became too difficult to control. There simply were not enough
potential participants from the contact list available to satisfy this sampling criterion. Therefore, the
potential effect of socio-economic status on the employment outcomes and attitudes and perceptions of

participants will not be examined in this study.
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In addition, establishing contact with individuals who only had completed their undergraduate
degrees and no additional post-secondary education also became too difficult to control. Therefore, a
number of individuals who were contacted and agreed to be interviewed had completed some
additional post-secondary education in addition to their undergraduate degrees from the University of
Alberta. In total, eleven participants had completed additional post-secondary programs. Of these
eleven people, three individuals had completed management or business diploma programs, three
individuals had finished after-degree programs in Education®, two had received Chartered Accountant
certificates, one had completed an MBA, another had compieted a legal assistant program, while
another individual had completed a Pharmacy degree. Given the difficulty in finding enough available
participants from the three faculties, it was decided that these individuals should be interviewed even
though they had completed additional post-secondary education. In retrospect, I believe that these
people were still able to reflect on their undergraduate degrees as effectively as the other participants
who had not completed additional programs. Nevertheless, it is difficult to determine the extent to
which this might have influenced the responses they provided. In hindsight, a benefit of interviewing
these individuals (i.e., those who completed additional programs) is that it presented the opportunity to
compare their responses about their undergraduate programs with the responses they provided about
their additional post-secondary education.

Having nearly exhausted the list of potential participants, the decision was made to contact
some other individuals outside of the Faculties of Arts, Science and Business. Since three individuals
already interviewed had also completed Education after-degree programs, I decided to interview some
additional individuals who had graduated with an Education degree. In total, four more individuals
from Education were interviewed. These individuals were also among those who took part in the
original 1985 ESWS. In the end, this provided a small sub-set of Education graduates. While the
initial sampling strategy aimed to interview individuals who had completed more general types of
university programs, the decision to include Education graduates was useful. For example, a large
majority of Faculty of Education graduates choose their programs with the specific intention to teach

afterwards. As a result, this provided the opportunity to compare the responses of individuals who had

2 Two of these individuals completed after-degree Education programs at the University of Alberta,
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completed a more occupationally-specific type of program with responses of graduates from the other

three faculties.

ii. Participants

A total of thirty-seven individuals were interviewed in the current study. These interview
participants had graduated from a range of programs at the University of Alberta between 1988 and
1994, although the majority had graduated from the University in [989. Approval to interview these
individuals was granted at the University of Alberta by the Sociology Department Ethics Review
Committee. All but two of the thirty-seven individuals were respondents in phase | of the ESWS,
having completed questionnaires as grade 12 students in 1985°. These two individuals were
interviewed in the pre-test and were not members of the 1985 Edmonton high school cohort. However,
after having completed a number of interviews and re-examining the pre-test interviews it was decided
that two of the three pre-tests (i.e., #2 and #3) were satisfactory to use in the study. Both individuals
generally fit the criteria for inclusion in the study (i.e., as discussed in the previous section) and [ did
not know either of them before the interviews began. The only drawback with using these two cases is
that it was not possible to examine over-time changes in their responses, as they had not completed any
of the ESWS questionnaires.

Overall, nineteen women and eighteen men were interviewed. Thirteen individuals had
graduated with a Science degree, ten with an Arts degree, eight with a Business degree and six
individuals with an Education degree®. A listing of the interview participants by pseudonym, academic

program, academic major, and gender is outlined in Appendix 2.

and one at the University of Calgary.

3 During the initial contact telephone call, one participant questioned how I had obtained his name and
telephone number. He raised this point because of the assurances made on the ESWS questionnaires
that contact information would be kept confidential. I informed him that I had worked on a recent
phase of the ESWS, that [ had only gained access to his name through permission from the principal
investigators because of the nature of the study (i.e., the need to interview people), and that he could be
assured that contact information was still being kept confidential. In the end, this individual agreed to
be interviewed.

* One individual in the Science category had completed an Occupational Therapy program, although
she had originally been a Faculty of Science student. Another student in the Science category
completed a Civil Engineering program. As well, two individuals in the Education category had
completed degrees in Physical Education. I included these individuals in these two Faculty categories
since their degrees most closely approximated the substantive foci of these faculties.
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While thirty-seven is a reasonably small sample size, the type of more detailed feedback
provided by individuals in the interviews more than compensated for this small number of cases. For
example, the types of questions which were asked about the skills that individuals acquired in their
programs, as well as questions about their perceptions of their programs, go beyond some of the typical
questions that university graduates have been asked in other follow-up studies in Canada. As I
outlined in Chapter 2, other studies which have examined graduates’ perceptions of skill development
and their academic programs generally adopt a quantitative survey questionnaire strategy, which often
provides only limited information on some of the issues. This study constitutes a unique approach in
this respect.

There are a number of reasons why it was beneficial to study this specific group of
individuals. First, since sample members have been a part of the ESWS for more than a decade,
longitudinal data exists on their perceptions of work and education, including responses to some
questions on skill development. Details about the specific use of this quantitative longitudinal data are
outlined later.

A second important reason for examining these individuals is that the strategy provided some
control over which individuals were selected for the interviews. As outlined in the previous section on
sampling strategy, [ tried to select individuals who met a number of theoretically important criteria.

Additionally, having access to sample members’ responses from earlier ESWS questionnaires
was useful in preparing for the semi-structured interviews. For example, prior to conducting the
interviews a profile of each participant was prepared, based on their education and work history and on
how they had responded to certain items from earlier ESWS questionnaires. Responses to some of
these prior questionnaire items were noted on the interview schedule and these issues were sometimes
raised with individuals during the interviews. This sometimes helped to verify and/or to look at how
participants’ responses changed over time. Methodologically, these pre-interview profiles provided
useful background information about participants, which helped in establishing rapport in the initial
moments of the interviews. Simply knowing the academic program from which participants
graduated, or the high school they had attended, helped to initiate conversation at the beginning of the

interviews. Overall, familiarizing myself with some of this information helped to let participants know
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that I was interested in what they had to say and valued the responses that they had been providing for
the ESWS over the prior twelve years.

Another important reason for looking at this group of individuals is the amount of workplace
experience that these individuals had acquired up to the time the interviews were conducted. For
example, since graduating from university, most participants in the study had been in the workforce for
between 5-11 years, with 7-8 years being an average length of time. As a result, participants had
acquired a significant amount of workplace experience, enabling them to have potentially greater
insight about the employment skills they had developed at university and which skills had been (or had
not been) utilized in the workplace. Many studies that have examined post-secondary graduates and
returns to their education have examined only graduates’ perceptions up to the time of first jobs
acquired.

An additional reason why these sample members are important to study is related to the
specific time period that they entered the labour market. All participants had graduated from
Edmonton high schools in 1985 and had then completed a university degree®. Most of these
individuals graduated from university in the years just prior to the economic recession of the early
1990s and at a time when much economic re-structuring was occurring in the labour market. Asa
result, many would have experienced variable labour market conditions since graduating, from a more
favourable economic climate in the late 1980s, to a more competitive climate in the early 1990s. In
this respect, it is useful to study this group because they represent a cohort that has experienced
challenges in the labour market, challenges which at least somewhat typify what Canadian youth have
been experiencing over the last decade.

Additionally, the inclusion of these individuals in this study specifically addresses issues
surrounding institutional accountability with respect to the employment outcomes of graduates. In
1991, the Commission on Canadian University Education (Smith, 1991) noted that efforts should be
made to track the performance of students once they graduate. As noted in the last chapter, exit

surveys developed by many Canadian universities often examine students’ perceptions of their

5 The exception here is the two individuals who completed the pre-test, and who did not graduate from
high school in 1985.
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education only at the time of graduation. Hence, the results of this study can provide more in-depth
follow-up information on graduates’ assessments of their educational experiences at university.
Finally, since I desired to interview individuals (i.e., as opposed to sending out
questionnaires), it was convenient to study these individuals since the ESWS has excellent contact
information on a large majority of their survey respondents. It was also convenient to examine this
group since a number of individuals still lived in the greater Edmonton region. As well, while initially
contacting individuals, the fact that they had been a part of the ESWS for over a decade helped to

legitimate the current study, and most likely encouraged more people to participate.

iii. Details of the Semi-Structured Interviews

The thirty-seven interviews for this study were conducted between February 25 and May
22™,1997. The interviews ranged in length from fifty-four minutes to two hours and fifteen minutes,
with an average interview length of one hour and thirteen minutes. All interviews were tape-recorded,
and detailed transcriptions were subsequently completed®. Participants were informed during the
initial contact phone call that the interviews would be tape-recorded. At the very beginning of each
interview participants were assured that any information that they provided would be kept strictly
confidential, that their identity would remain anonymous in any publications, that they had the right
not to answer any questions that they did not wish to, and also that [ had access to the questionnaires
that they had completed in prior phases of the ESWS.

Thirty of the thirty-seven interviews were completed face-to-face and took place at one of
four possible locations: (1) the University of Alberta; (2) the participant’s workplace; (3) the
participant’s residence; (4) a neutral site (e.g., coffee shop). Overall, eleven interviews took place in
seminar rooms at the University, nine took place at participants’ workplaces, seven took place at
participants’ residences, and two took place at a coffee shop.

Of the thirty face-to-face interviews, twenty-eight were conducted in the Edmonton region

(including Sherwood Park and St. Albert) and two were conducted in Calgary. Given the considerable

® The author completed 33 transcripts. Another 4 were initially completed by a hired transcriber,
although these were later edited by the author.
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distance to where some of the participants lived, seven additional interviews were conducted by
telephone (with 3 individuals from British Columbia, 1 from Saskatchewan, | from Calgary, and |
from Edmonton). These telephone interviews were also tape-recorded and subsequently transcribed.
Initially, I was hesitant about conducting interviews via telephone because of potential problems in
comparing data from interviews conducted in different ways. Whenever possible, I chose to meet with
interview participants in person. Nevertheless, I believe that the seven telephone interviews proceeded
very well, despite the changes in the dynamics of the interview (i.e., no eye contact between
interviewer and participant, no physical presence). The only slight problem encountered with some
telephone interviews was that questions needed to be repeated a couple of times in order for
participants to hear them properly. Other than this, participants were very cooperative on the
telephone and, in my opinion, just as willing to discuss issues as were participants interviewed in a
face-to-face setting. The length of the telephone interviews were approximately the same as for the
face-to-face interviews.

The interviews were semi-structured, providing an opportunity to ask participants
standardized questions as well as additional open-ended responses. The “structured™ questions that
participants were asked addressed the following topic areas: (1) the skills that participants had
developed in their university programs; (2) participants’ general assessments of their university
education; and (3) participants’ workplace experiences since graduating. In terms of the larger
research objectives of the study, these three topic areas address the different ways that the value of a
university education is assessed. The interview schedule that was utilized in the study is included in
Appendix 1.

Asking participants the same questions allows the opportunity to make comparisons in
responses across the whole sample and also by faculty. Nevertheless, while there was a definite
structure to the interviews, questions were presented to participants in such a way as to encourage
completely open-ended responses. [ also asked participants additional spontaneous questions as a way
of probing specific issues that they raised. This enabled me to explore issues which might have been

important to participants, but which were not addressed by the more structured questions. In the end, a
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number of important themes emerged from the interviews partially as a result of these open-ended
responses.

In summary, one of the main reasons for conducting this study is that few follow-up studies
have been carried out on how graduates perceive their own skill development at university and how
they assess their university education more generally in light of their workplace experiences. In this
respect, an interview strategy is useful to address some of these questions about the value of a
university education today. More specifically, interviews provide the opportunity to gain potentially
greater insight about these issues since the interviewer is able to probe specific ideas that may emerge
in the course of an interview. As well, participants are able to elaborate on their answers and thus
provide potentially richer responses to questions about their skill development at university and how

they value their university education now that they have been in the workforce for several years.

b) 1985-1992 Edmonton School-Work Transitions Study Data

This study also utilizes existing quantitative ESWS panel data to examine graduates’
perceptions of their university education. skill development at university, and employment outcomes.
More specifically, selected questionnaire items from the 1985, 1986, 1987, 1989, and 1992 ESWS data
sets are examined and are presented at various points throughout Chapters 4 to 6. The ESWS
questionnaire items which are analyzed are those which are specifically pertinent to the research
questions being considered in this study. This quantitative data is examined at an aggregate level and
reflects the responses of all 123 1985 ESWS high school respondents who subsequently graduated
from university (i.e., those who had graduated by 1992, the most recent survey period). These 123
sample members include the 35 participants who were interviewed in the current study’.

Since I will be analyzing quantitative data based on the full 123 member sample, it might be
asked how representative the smaller 35 member sub-sample is of the larger sample. A comparison of
responses from the 1985-1992 ESWS questionnaires for the 35 members of the interview sample with
the larger group of 123 reveals that these two samples are generally quite similar. For some of the

questions analyzed in the current study, percentage differences across response categories were
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minimal, that is, in the order of 0 to 3 percent. For some other questions, percentage differences varied
from 5 to 10 percent. On average, for all eight ESWS questions analyzed in this study, the percentage
differences varied by an average of approximately four percent. Thus, the 35 individuals who were
interviewed are generally quite reflective of the larger sample. To make the point, here are a couple of

examples from two questions which are analyzed in Chapters 4 and 5.

a) 1992 ESWS responses to the question, “how satisfied are vou with your job?"*

35 member sample 123 member sample

N o N %

Dissatisfied 4 12 14 13
Neutral 9 27 28 26
Satisfied 21 62 66 61

b) 1989 ESWS responses to the question, “my education has improved my communication skills.”®

35 member sample 123 member sample

N %o N o

Dissatisfied 0 0 | <l
Neutral 4 11 16 13
Satisfied 31 89 105 86

As these two examples reveal, the findings for the 35 member interview sample appear to be
quite reflective of the larger 123 member sample. As a result, it is useful to analyze the data for the
larger sample of 123 since these data reflect the findings for the entire cohort of 1985 ESWS high
school students who completed a university degree and thus provide more confidence in the
generalizability of the findings. More will be said about this in the next section.

A drawback of the quantitative data examined in this study is that, for some of the key
research questions, no questionnaire items specificaily addressed these key issues. For example, not
many questions from the ESWS focus on how individuals assess their university education in light of

their subsequent workplace experiences. As well, there are only a few ESWS questionnaire items that

Once again, two individuals who were interviewed in the pre-test were not respondents in the ESWS.
Respondenls were asked to evaluate the question on a scale of “very dissatisfied” (1) to “very
satisfied” (5). Scores of 1 and 2, and 4 and 5 are combined.
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address graduates’ perceptions of the development of particular skills'®. On the other hand, for other
key research questions, there are questionnaire items from various phases of the ESWS which are

similar to those asked in the semi-structured interviews.

3. Generalizability of the Interview Data

With thirty-seven cases in the interview sample, some concerns might be raised about the
ability to generalize the findings from these data to a larger population of university graduates. Some
of these concerns could emerge from the perception that compared to the typically larger number of
cases present in “quantitative” survey data sets, it may be difficult or not even possible to generalize
the findings from 2 relatively small number of cases collected via a qualitative interview research
strategy. Maxwell (1996) for example, suggests that most qualitative research is guided by a need for
internal generalizability as opposed to external generalizability. That is, qualitative researchers tend to
focus on the ability to generalize conclusions to the group or case being studied, rather than to a larger
group external to the one at hand. While the current study seeks to attain internally generalizable
conclusions, [ believe there are instances where it would be possible to generalize the findings to a
larger population of graduates. At other times, | agree that it would be more difficult or not even
possible to generalize findings.

First, in cases where there is a unanimous type of response given by sample members to a
particular question, I believe that we may be more confident that such findings are generalizable to a
wider group of graduates. For example, in cases where a large majority of sample members (e.g., 80-
100 percent) provide the same type of response, our confidence that such findings are more
generalizable would increase.

Second, where findings are consistent with, or at least similar to those from other studies
which have examined the perceptions of university graduates about skill development and their

university education, this would increase our confidence that the findings are externally generalizable.

% Respondents were asked to evaluate the question on a scale of “strongly agree” (1) to “strongly
agree” (5).

191t should be noted that it would not be expected that extensive questions on these topics would exist
in the ESWS; since this was not a primary research objective for that study.
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Beyond these conditions however, there is another reason why we might be more confident in
generalizing the findings from the qualitative interviews in this study to a larger group of graduates.
For example, as outlined in the previous section (which discussed the 1985-1992 ESWS panel data
used in this study), in many instances there is comparability between the findings for the 35 member
sub-sample (i.e., the interview sample members) and the 123 member sample from which the interview
sample were drawn. For example, for the eight questions from the ESWS surveys that are examined in
this study, the variation between the findings for the 123 member sample and the 35 member sub-
sample differed on average by only four percentage points per question. This suggests to us that
responses that the 35 member sub-sample provide may be suitably representative of the larger 123
member sample. This in itself suggests that it may be possible to generalize the findings from the
interview data to a larger group of graduates, particularly since the 123 ESWS respondents come from
a representative group of 1985 high school students who later went on to attend a large Canadian
university.

However, with this said, I do believe that it may only be possible to generalize the findings
from the interview data to a certain extent. For example, in instances where the conditions described
above are absent (e.g., lack of unanimity among responses), it would be more difficult to assert that
findings are generalizable. As well, when examining responses by faculty it would be more difficult to
generalize findings since the number of cases in this study from each of the four faculties is relatively

small. For example, in the case of the Faculty of Education, only six individuals were interviewed.

4. Analysis Strategy

As noted, this study draws upon two sources of data: semi-structured interview data and
quantitative survey data. In the analyses presented in Chapters 4-6, the emphasis is largely placed on
the thirty-seven interviews that were conducted in 1997, since these data most closely address the
research questions outlined in Chapter 2. Nevertheless, the survey data are also an important

component of the study, particularly because of its longitudinal nature.
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As noted earlier, the primary objective in this study is to examine the value of a university
education by way of three approaches: (1) through an examination of graduates’ employment
outcomes; (2) by examining graduates’ assessments of their university education, especially in light of
subsequent workplace experiences; and (3) by examining how graduates identify and assess the
employment skills they developed at university, and how they assess the applicability of these skills for
their jobs.

Findings that address the first approach are outlined in Chapter 4. The analysis of graduates’
employment outcomes includes the types of jobs they acquired, their assessments of their ability to
find employment after graduating, their satisfaction with their jobs, and their perceptions of job
match/mismatch.

The second approach considers how graduates assess their university education several years
after graduating (Chapter 5). This analysis includes interview data as well as some responses from the
1989 and 1992 phases of the ESWS.

The third approach (Chapter 6) considers the types of skills that are developed or acquired in
university programs and the relevance of these skills for the workplace. The 1997 interviews provide
the primary source of data, although some information on graduates’ assessments of communication
and reasoning skills from the 1989 and 1992 phases of the ESWS is also presented. The usefulness of
the interview strategy is particularly highlighted in this chapter, since graduates are given the
opportunity to volunteer information about which employment skills they developed in their programs.
information absent in previous research on university graduates.

Throughout Chapters 4-6, the typical analysis strategy entails summarizing and discussing
findings at a general level for all graduates; that is, for the thirty-seven interview participants, or for all
123 graduates in the case of the ESWS survey data. For the latter, the analysis strategy primarily
involves cross-tabulation analysis. For example, responses to questionnaire items are often examined
by faculty and/or by year.

In the case of the semi-structured interview data, transcriptions were analyzed and categorized
into thematic codes. To help with the coding process, the qualitative software package NUD*IST 4.0,

was utilized (QSR, 1995). This computer software package was used primarily to aid with data
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management. Specifically, the software acted as a useful medium for examining the transcripts and
categorizing (or “indexing”) text into numerous codes. Briefly, the process I adopted for categorizing
text while using NUD*IST 4.0 first involved separating responses for each question in the interview
schedule, for each interview participant, into distinct “nodes.” In NUD*IST 4.0, nodes are part of a
tree-structured index system, and represent specific repositories where data can be stored and later
retrieved. For example, I drew together all of the participants’ responses to Question la into a separate
node, and then repeated this process for all of the questions asked. Once this was complete, I
examined all of the responses for each question, and began to categorize these responses into a number
of codes (which in NUD*IST are simply just additional nodes). Depending on the range of responses
given for a question, the number of codes that I developed would vary from question to question. In
total, across the 43 questions asked in the interview schedule approximately 868 different codes (or
“nodes™) were created.

Generally, there is an inherent ““quantitative” orientation to how the findings from the
interviews are summarized and presented throughout Chapters 4-6. For most questions, the total
number of responses are presented for the dominant codes which were created after analyzing and
categorizing the text from the interview transcripts. This strategy provides a useful way of
summarizing the interview data so that conclusions can be drawn which address the key research
objectives and questions. Methodologically, this strategy helped inject some objectivity into how
responses were analyzed and conclusions reached, thereby enhancing the validity of findings.

In addition to presenting these code totals, responses are presented throughout by faculty so
that the effects of program of study can be considered. In addition, qualitative examples of
participants’ responses that typify the sentiments and opinions that were expressed, are presented
throughout Chapters 4-6.

Interview findings are not presented by gender. The primary reason is the small female and
male sample sizes within some faculties. While between 6 and 13 participants were interviewed for
each of the four faculties, there were not always enough female and male cases to enable an accurate
comparison by gender. For example, in the case of the Faculty of Education, only one male was

interviewed, while five females were interviewed. For individuals in the Faculty of Business, only
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three of the eight participants were female. Given these small sub-sample sizes, the decision was made
to examine the data only for the total sample, and for faculty totals. Another related reason for not
examining overall findings by gender is that any possible findings would need to be weighed against
the fact that some program types are inherently gendered. As such, overall findings might be biased by
a disproportionate number of females or males from certain programs. For example, while only 5
percent of the overall male sample were Education graduates, 26 percent of the female sample were
Education graduates. Given this type of gender distribution by faculty, there would be a constant
problem with interpreting the data. With this said, one general observation that can be made is that, in
analyzing the interview transcripts, there did not appear to be large differences in findings by gender.
That is, for the various questions that were asked in the interviews, there were no clear patterns that
males or females responded in a particular way to questions. For example, with respect to assessments
of skill development, there were no obvious differcnces between males and females in terms of the
types of responses provided.

One additional point is warranted with respect to how the interview data are analyzed in this
study. The goal of the semi-structured interview approach was not to provide a detailed ethnographic
description of each participant. That is, [ did not conduct interviews in order to examine the responses
of participants in the context of their own life-course. Rather, an interview data collection strategy was
utilized in order to provide participants with the opportunity to respond to questions in a more open-
ended manner. For example, with respect to the questions on skiil acquisition, I wanted participants to
volunteer information on which skills they had developed in their programs rather than having them
respond to a number of pre-determined skill types in a forced-choice manner. Therefore, findings
throughout Chapters 4-6 are generally analyzed and presented on a question-by-question basis,
although there are some instances where larger “themes” are presented which emerged from findings
across several questions. In this sense, the goal in analyzing the interview data was to generalize

findings for each question for the total sample and by faculty.
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Chapter 4
Findings

Graduate Employment Outcomes

As outlined in Chapter 2, one of the key research questions in this study asks how individuals
have fared in the labour market since graduating from university. This is the focus of this chapter.
Fundamentally, looking at graduate employment outcomes is necessary since this study is examining
particular aspects of university-work linkages, specifically how university education and the skills and
knowledge which are developed or acquired at university are applicable to the workplace. Therefore, it
would be beneficial to examine the employment histories and current employment status of graduates
in this study.

Profiling graduates’ workplace experiences will also help to provide a context for the findings
that are summarized and discussed in the next two chapters which focus on participants’ assessments
of their university education (Chapter 5) and on the employment skills they developed at university
(Chapter 6). Just how graduates have fared in the labour market will be addressed in this chapter by
examining: (1) the types of jobs individuals have acquired since graduating; (2) participants’
experiences in looking for work after they graduated; (3) graduates’ evaluations of various
characteristics of their jobs; (4) graduates’ satisfaction with their jobs; and (5) the degree of self-
reported match/mismatch between graduates’ jobs and their education. The analysis is guided by

several of the research questions which were posed at the end of Chapter 2:

1) How are 1989 graduates faring in the labour market? What types of jobs have interview
participants acquired since graduating?

2) How do graduates assess the degree of match/mismatch between their university education and
their jobs?

3) Are graduates satisfied with the jobs they have acquired?

4) Have graduates’ assessments regarding the degree of education-job match/mismatch, or their job
satisfaction changed over time?

5) Do graduates’ employment experiences vary by program of study?
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The findings allow an objective assessment to be made of the value of a university education,
as defined in terms of graduates’ employment outcomes. In the context of the public policy debates
summarized earlier, just how these graduates have fared in the labour market over the past several
years can inform us about the labour market value of the human capital they acquired in university.
This issue of human capital formation will be re-addressed in Chapter 6, when findings on graduates’
perceptions of their employment skills are presented.

Throughout this chapter and the next two chapters, the reader should note that most of the
analysis will be based on the 1997 interviews. Whenever findings from the 1985-92 ESWS
questionnaires are presented, this distinction of the data source will be made explicit. Otherwise, the
reader should assume that the findings presented reflect 1997 interview data. The use of the term
“participants” throughout these chapters draws attention to this fact, since those individuals who
agreed to be interviewed in this study are often addressed as “interview participants.” In contrast,
when discussing findings from the 1985-92 ESWS data, the use of the term “respondents™ draws
attention to the fact that individuals who completed questionnaires in that study were “survey

respondents.”

1. Employment Outcomes
a) Jobs Acquired Since Graduating

All thirty-seven interview participants had worked in at least one job since graduating from
university. Almost all of them were currently working in full-time jobs. Three women were on
maternity leave from their full-time jobs. Two other women had recently quit their full-time jobs
because of re-locating to another city, and because they also recently had children. Another graduate
was working at a part-time job while attending community college full-time. Three more individuals
were self-employed. One of these individuals said she was first and foremost a “home-maker” and
also ran a small sheep farm as a side business.

On average, individuals had been working in their current job (or most recent job) for thirty-
four months, or just under three years. However, there was some variation here from person to person.

For example, six individuals had only been working in their current jobs for less than a year, while
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another six participants had been working in their current jobs since they graduated from university in
1989 (approximately 8 years). On average, individuals had been employed in 3.5 jobs since
graduating. This varied little by faculty. The highest number of jobs that any of the participants had
held was seven (four individuals). Most people who had held many jobs had changed jobs because
they were working in short-term contract positions, or because they simply chose to leave their job for
personal reasons. Those individuals who had held the fewest number of jobs since graduating usually
had been working for large companies or government organizations. A listing of jobs held by
participants at the time they were interviewed in 1997 is presented in Table 1.

At first glance, Table 1 reveals that interview participants held a wide range of jobs in 1997.
Another very general observation is that most of these jobs seem to be “good™ jobs. For example,
many participants seem to have been in jobs which were challenging and would require post-secondary
education or other training. However, additional information is required in order to adequately assess
these jobs. More will be said about this later in the chapter when findings are presented on
participants’ assessments of their jobs.

Table 1 reveals that Education and Business graduates have typically acquired jobs which are
more closely related to the substantive content of their degree programs. For example, only one
Education graduate, Cloe, was not actually working as a school teacher. Nevertheless, she did work
with children to some degree as a supervisor for “Parks and Recreation.” Business graduates also had
acquired jobs which were closely related to their academic programs. For example, seven of the eight
Faculty of Business graduates were working in jobs associated with the day-to-day functioning of a
business or organization.

About half of the Science graduates (6 of 13) had acquired jobs by 1997 that were at least
somewhat related to their academic programs. Three of these individuals, Daniel, Tim, and Sarah (two
computer programmers and an occupational therapist), were working in jobs that were directly related

to the substantive content of their degree programs.
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Table 1
Occupations of 1997 Interview Participants

Participant Faculty 1997 Occupation (or most recent occupation)
Darren Arts Financial Advisor

Ken Arts General Labourer/ Maintenance

Ron Arts Waiter/ Student

Maurice Arts Processing ~ Chemical Plant

Rob Arts Elementary School Teacher

Erin Arts Manager - Visual Arts Coordinator
Janet Arts Manager - Food & Beverage/Services
Julie Arts Sacial Worker

Trina Arts Para-legal

Melanie Arts Publisher’s Sales Representative
Leo Science Small business owner

Ali Science Mailroom/part-time teller - bank
Peter Science Pilot

Daniel Science Systems Analyst/Computer Programmer
Tim Science Computer Programmer

Blain Science Pracessing — Petroleum Plant
Jeremy Science Business Analyst

Mary Science Home-maker/ Pharmacist

Carey Science Home-maker/ Small farm owner
Krista Science Pharmaceutical Sales Representative
Chantel Science Information Systems technician
Catherine Science Community College instructor
Sarah Science Occupational Therapist

Bill Business Information Systems technician
Gary Business Tax consultant/ Accountant

Vic Business Financial Management/ Accountant
Dave Business General Manager - Real Estate
Mike Business Financial Advisor

Heather Business Financial Advisor

Shelley Business Administrative Officer

Pamela Business Manager - Sales

Jonathan Education Elementary School Teacher

Olivia Education Elementary School Teacher

Trisha Education Junior High School Teacher

Tara Education Elementary School Teacher

Cloe Education Supervisor- Parks and Recreation

Lori Education Secondary School Teacher




On the other hand, Arts graduates had acquired a wider range of jobs than individuals in the
other three faculties. For example, Rob, Julie, and Trina were working in public service occupations as
an elementary school teacher, a social worker and a para-legal, respectively. Two other Arts graduates,
Erin and Janet, were working as managers in public services and the food and beverage industry. The
other Arts graduates in the sample were working in maintenance positions (Ken), as a processing
operator (Maurice) and in sales (Melanie). At first glance, only one Arts graduate out of ten, Erin, (a
visual arts coordinator) had acquired a job which was directly related to the substantive content of her
academic program (fine arts).

One reason why Arts graduates may have acquired a wider range of jobs than other graduates
is that for most there were no obvious “Arts” jobs to apply for after they graduated. As I will discuss
in Chapter 5, Arts graduates were more likely to indicate that a weakness of their programs is that they
did not lead to a specific job after graduating. Nevertheless, Arts graduates were not necessarily more
likely to have had difficulty finding work, especially after they graduated (this information will be
outlined in more detail in the next section). Another explanation might be that Arts graduates did not
desire to work in jobs directly related to the substantive content of their programs. However, when
asked about the extent to which they desired a job which closely matched their education, four of seven
Arts graduates said that having such a job would be important to them, which suggests that this migth
not be a valid explanation.

Another plausible explanation for the more diverse range of jobs that Arts graduates had
obtained by 1997 is that they had acquired employment skills in their programs which are more
portable than graduates in the other faculties. This explanation may be somewhat debatable because of
the difficulty in defining and identifying portable skills. As well, as [ will demonstrate in Chapter 6,
graduates from at least two other faculties (Science and Business) identified just as many skill types
which they had learned in their programs, and which might be viewed as “portable” (e.g., basic or
general workplace skills). Still, the fact that Arts graduates had acquired a wider range of jobs does at

least suggest that their skills are transferable and applicable to different occupational fields.
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b) Experiences in Looking for Work after Graduating

With the intention of better understanding interview participants’ transition to the workplace
after graduating, they were asked the following question: (1)“What was it like for you looking for a job
after you graduated?” (Question 10a from the interview schedule; see Appendix 1). As well, some
participants were asked the following supplementary question: (2)“Was having a university degree
helpful for you in terms of looking for work?" (Question 10b).

In response to the first question, just over two-thirds of the sample (67 percent), or twenty-
four of thirty-six participants, indicated that looking for work and/or getting a job was “easy” or
“somewhat easy” after they graduated'. There were no notable differences by faculty in this respect.
One important finding is that one quarter of these participants (6 people, including 3 Arts, 2 Science
and | Education graduate) said that it was not difficult to look for and find work because they had
already been working for their employer prior to graduating.

On the other hand, just under one-third of participants (11 individuals or 31 percent)
suggested that looking for employment was either “difficult” or “very difficult.” More Science
graduates (6 individuals) indicated that they had a difficult time looking for work than did graduates
from other the faculties (2 Business, 2 Arts and | Education graduate). This finding is interesting
given the common perception that Arts graduates are more likely to experience difficulty finding
employment upon graduation.

What distinguishes the twenty-four individuals who had fewer difficulties finding work from
the eleven individuals who did have problems? One explanation is that timing of labour market entry,
coupled with participants’ field of study, may have played a factor in their ability to find work.
Opportunities in the labour market in particular fields may have been more restricted for some
individuals because of the economic downturn in the early 1990s, and because of greater fiscal re-
structuring by government and industries at this time. A couple of Business graduates who indicated
that their initial search for employment was not necessarily difficult provided the following comments

on this point:

! This question was not applicable for one participant who had moved to the United States immediately
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Jeff:

Ok- now I'd just like to switch gears a bit here and <Ok> talk a bit about your work experiences <Ok>.
So what was it like looking for a job when you first graduated?

Gary:

Uh- I was lucky- because of I happened to graduate at the right time <hm-hmm>. Um- it was a very
good market <Ok>. Lots of jobs- there were more-more job opportunities than there were students to
fill them so <In 1989?> Yeah 1988 was when I actually <when you actually finished?>. When I
recruited for my jobs <Oh Ok> We-we do it almost a full year <right> in advance <at that recruiting
(yeah) fair?> yeah. So there was really no- No question about whether [ was gonna to be get a job. It

was just a question of who it would be with and you know whether I'd get the particular- particuiar job
that I wanted.

Jeff:

Can we switch gears here and talk a bit more about your work experiences? <sure> A few questions
just making a link between university and the workplace <Ok>. So what was it like for you looking
for a job when you finished eventually?

Vic:

The timing was really good for me. It was kind of the last year when there was more demand than
supply. <yeah> [ get the impression from talking to younger people that the tables had turned for a
few years after my class graduated <Ok> so [ think for the people a year ahead of us it was almost you
know go for as many dinners and lunches <Ok> and pick what firm <right> you want to work for. For
me it wasn't quite that easy <Ok> but having worked a summer in a place that I got along well with, |
had pretty much a guaranteed job on graduation <Ok> but [ think for the students a year or two behind
me, the tables turned a lot and they really had to stand out in order to get a good job.

Both of these Business graduates graduated from university in the spring of 1989. As shown,
they expressed positive comments about labour market opportunities for graduates in their specific
field (accounting) at that time. Compare this to remarks from two Science graduates who also

graduated in the spring of 1989.

Jeff:

Um, just thinking back now though first of all, what was it like for you looking for a job right away?
Krista:

It was extremely difficult [she stresses this]. Um, I graduated um in actually [ graduated early, and I
graduated [i.e., or completed program requirements] in December <Ok> of '88...

Jeff:

And-and looking for work?

Krista:

And looking for work. And yet there were really no jobs that were related to my tield <Ok>. And so
what I did was instead of sitting on my butt, um [ decided that you know I'll do anything to get a pay-
cheque kind of thing <right>. So um what I ended up being is- was working for Company X which is a
large insurance company <yes Ok>... So I did that for eight months knowing full well that it was
going to be a temporary thing, as I'm still looking for a job.

upon graduation as part of a work experience program.
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Jeff:

So were- at that point when you graduated were you kind of actively seeking something that you might
be able to use your- some of your background in zoology?

Leo:

I uh- I spent about a year <spent about a year looking?> Yeah looking for something <yeah>. But at
that time 'whoa'. That happened a lot in here?? But  didn't. But in this area in Alberta anyways there
wasn't- there- wasn't anything related to my field.

Jeff:

Was it disappointing? Like did you want to find something?

Leo:

Oh yeah I mean <yeah> you spent four years in university <yeah>. You know?

It is interesting to note that all six of the Science graduates who had difficuity finding work
suggested that they were at least somewhat frustrated that no jobs in their field were available to them
upon graduation. All eleven graduates who had difficulties finding jobs mentioned that they either
could not find a job in their field after they graduated, and/or that they could not find work because
“times were difficult.”

As outlined earlier, some participants were asked the following supplementary question,
“Was having a university degree in your field of study helpful for vou in terms of looking for work?"
Nine of eleven people asked this question specified that having a degree in their area of study was at
least somewhat helpful when looking for work. Six of these nine individuals did not necessarily have
any difficulty finding work upon graduating. Only two individuals (the Science graduates quoted
above) indicated that having a degree in their area of study was not helpful.

Besides timing of labour market entry and field of study, another factor which seems to have
played a part in participants’ success in finding employment is personal contacts. For example, of the
twenty-four participants who did not have any difficulty finding work, exactly half (12 individuals)
either had personal contacts which put them in touch with their future employers or had prior work
experience with their employers. In fact, at least nine of the twenty-four individuals (38 percent) who
did not have any difficulty finding jobs had worked for their employer at an earlier point in time. This
finding is consistent with recent Canadian research on job searching techniques which shows that those
with the least amount of work experience (typically youths) are more likely than those with more work

experience to find jobs through personal contacts (Grenon, 1999).
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Another factor that seems to have benefited some graduates was that their programs provided
more contacts with employers. For example, some Faculty of Business graduates mentioned that the
“Job/Recruitment Fair” organized by their faculty was very helpful, as well as the presence of a “Job
Board” in their faculty. This was suggested by Gary, one of the Business graduates quoted above.
Besides these individuals, one Science graduate noted that students in her department (Forestry) had
contact with employers in their last year of studies and that this was helpful.

One minor theme that was noticeable throughout the interviews was a reference to “a lack of
job experience.” For example, six graduates indicated that a problem that they or other graduates had
when looking for jobs was a lack of work experience. Four of these six participants mentioned a
“catch-22" situation that occurs for many graduates. Specifically, these people noted that without any
work experience it is difficult to get a job, and without obtaining a job, it is difficult to get work
experience. Related to this, several people suggested that university administrators could perhaps
build into their programs more opportunities for gaining work experience. For example, a couple of
individuals cited co-op programs as a good place to gain this type of experience. More specific
references to university work experience and co-op programs will be presented in the next chapter
when [ examine in greater detail participants’ assessments of their university education.

Summing up, about two-thirds of graduates had few difficulties finding employment.
However, among those who did have difficulties, a number of factors played a part. Field of study. the
timing of labour market entry for individuals from particular fields, as well as personal contacts all
influenced the ability to find jobs. These factors point to both structural conditions in the labour
market (e.g., timing of labour market entry) and to individual factors (e.g.. choice of field of study,
personal contacts) as explanations for success in finding employment. This information would be
important for policy-makers to consider because it suggests that individual-level explanations of labour
market outcomes (i.e., a human capital perspective) may not be sufficient. Structural conditions in the
labour market might also significantly affect graduates’ differential success in finding empioyment.

There are also other potential factors beyond those outlined here which may have played a
role in graduates’ transition to the workplace. This could include, among other things, the types of job

search strategies that individuals adopted, and more generally the influence of individual attitudes,
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values and aptitude with respect to finding jobs and working. Such factors may also have emerged as
part of the cultural capital transmitted to individuals by parents and their environment. For example,
there may be greater expectations placed on some individuals to aspire to certain prescribed career
paths. Beyond this, variations in the type of career counseling that individuals experienced in their
programs, at the University more generally or in the community, may have had an impact on their
ability to find meaningful work. While examining some of these additional factors is not the direct

focus of the current study, it is important to recognize their potential influence.

¢) Evaluations of Job Characteristics
As another way to examine employment outcomes, participants were asked to assess a

number of characteristics of their jobs. The specific questions included:

(I)  Overall, how complex would you say your job is? In terms of job complexity, how does this job
compare to the other jobs you've had since graduating?

(I1) How much of an opportunity is there for you in taking initiative or making your own decisions in
this job?

(IID) How long would it take to learn to do this job well?

(IV) Do you have any supervisory responsibility in your current job?

(V) Have you had any formal job-training in the jobs you've had so far, or have you learned things
more informally while on the job?

(V1) Would you consider this to be a skilled job?
(VID) Could you describe for me the types of things that you do in your job?

Many of these questions were designed to examine inherent skill-related features of jobs. For
example, Question II has been used by sociologists to determine levels of autonomy in jobs.
Responses to this question will also be compared to results for the same question asked in the 1992
ESWS. Several of the other questions, specifically III through VI, are similar to those used by Gallie
(1994). While Gallie's primary aim was to examine changes in the skill content of jobs over time (the
skill in jobs perspective), these items are used here to profile the skill-related features of graduates’
jobs.

Findings for all of these questions will be presented in order, although findings for Question

VII are generally omitted. Since responses to this question are very specific to the jobs of each
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participant, it would not be as constructive to present all of the responses. Nevertheless, I will draw

upon them where a better description of a particular job is required.

(I) Overall, how complex would you say your job is?

When asked about the complexity of their current (or most recent) jobs, twenty-three of thirty-
six individuals (64 percent) said their jobs were “complex” or “very complex.” In contrast, eleven
interview participants said that their jobs were “not complex” (31 percent) and two individuals were
ambivalent about the complexity of their jobs. All but one Education graduate, and all but two
Business graduates, said that their jobs were complex, while only about half of Arts and Science
graduates answered in this manner. Among the Business graduates who said that their jobs were
complex, two were accountants, two were financial advisors, one was the manager of a real estate firm,
and one was a computer systems technician. The five Education graduates who said they had complex
jobs were all public school teachers (see Table 1). The following excerpt is from an interview with

Jonathan, one of the Education graduates.

Jeff:

[ was gonna ask you how complex do you find your job is as an elementary school teacher?

Jonathan:

Extremely <extremely complex?>. I mean dealing with uh psychological aspects of adolescence
<yeah> itself is a job {he laughs].

Jeff:

Sort of geared to [this] grade 7 kind of age group?

Jonathan:

Yeah when [ think of my particular age group, [ mean, again how do you uh get a masked concept
across to them <yeah> and then next block how do you teach them to appreciate art and music and
then at lunch hour how do you teach them to not uh, turn around and punch someone <hm-hmm> as a,
as a good problem-solving technique in uh dealing with a friend you know <right>. So <yeah>.

Jeff:

So extremely complex in a, in a lot of capacities.

Jonathan:

And then that's just dealing with, dealing with student side. Then there's dealing with administration
and paperwork and report cards and <hm-hmm> communicating with parents and yes uh it's extremely
complex.

More than any other group, the Education graduates were able to identify some of the specific
reasons why their jobs as school teachers were complex. This could have been because those who

were teachers believed that they had many different types of responsibilities to assume in their job,
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compared to graduates from the other facuitics. For example, the Education graduate quoted above
notes how working with students, parents, plus the administrative aspects of his job, all contribute to a
high level of job complexity. Many of these very same points were raised by the other school teachers.

Twenty-one of the participants were asked a follow-up question on this issue of job
complexity: “In terms of job complexity, how does this job compare to the other jobs you've had since
graduating?” About half of these participants (10 individuals) said that their current job was more
complex than the others they had acquired since graduating, five that said all of their jobs were
complex, while only two individuals said that they currently had jobs which were “less complex.” It is
perhaps not surprising that more individuals indicated that they had more complex jobs in 1997, since
over time they would have acquired more work experience and therefore would be in a more
advantageous position to seek out jobs which were “more complex.” Although I did not collect data
on a non-university graduate sample, these findings do suggest that over time, university graduates

may acquire more complex jobs.

(II) Decision Making in Job
i. 1992 Findings

As part of the 1992 ESWS questionnaire, sample members were asked a few questions about
the jobs they had acquired up until that time. As a way of describing the amount of job autonomy
available in their jobs, individuals were asked to reply to the statement: “/ have the freedom to decide
what | do in my job.” More than half of the 123 respondents (52 percent) either “agreed” or “strongly
agreed” that they had the freedom to decide what to do in their job. On the other hand, just under one-
quarter (23 percent) “disagreed” or “strongly disagreed” with this statement. Another 25 percent of
respondents provided a neutral response.

In contrast, responses to this question by non-university graduates in 1992 reveals that a little
more than four-tenths of them (43 percent) either “agreed” or “strongly agreed” that they had the
freedom to decide what to do in their job, while twenty-five percent “disagreed.” This indicates that
university graduates believe they have more autonomy in their jobs than do non-university graduates.

As [ outlined in Chapter 2, an indication of job autonomy is used by researchers as one way of
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estimating the skill level of a job. While it cannot be concluded on this basis alone that university

graduates have jobs which are more skilled, these findings provide some support for this conclusion.

ii. 1997 Findings

In 1997, thirty-one participants were asked a similar question: “How much of an opportunity
is there for you in taking initiative or making your own decisions in this job?" A large majority of
these individuals (27 people, or 87 percent) said that they had *a lot” (20 people) or “*some” (7 people)
opportunity for taking initiative in their jobs (including 10 Science, 7 Business, 7 Arts and 3 Education
graduates). Only four people said that they had little opportunity for taking initiative (including 2 Arts,
1 Science and | Business graduate). Generally, these results reveal that there were few differences by
faculty™.

Eleven individuals were asked a follow-up question which had them reflect on the amount of
initiative or decision-making that was provided to them in the other jobs they had acquired since
graduating. Of these cleven people, seven said that they had *“a lot” (6 people) or “some" (1 person)
opportunity for taking initiative, while four individuals indicated that they did not have much
opportunity in this respect.

Therefore, it appears that, overall, most 1997 interview participants believed that their jobs (current or

prior jobs) afforded them the opportunity to take initiative or make their own decisions.

iii. Comparisons between 1992 and 1997 Findings

Although the question wording differed slightly between 1992 and 1997, some general
comparisons of the findings are still possible. The results reveal that more than one-half of 1992
respondents (52 percent) and approximately nine-tenths of 1997 interview participants (87 percent)
believed that they had a reasonable amount of job autonomy by virtue of having the freedom to decide
what to do in their jobs. Thus, the percentage of individuals who believed they had such autonomy

was much larger in 1997 than it was in 1992.

2 It is somewhat difficult to compare Education graduates here, since only three individuals were asked
this question. The reason for this is that almost all of these Education graduates were public school
teachers and the question as stated, did not seem as applicable to them.



81

Methodologically, one explanation for this difference over time might be that the results are
based on different sample sizes. However, as I have already outlined in Chapter 3, the findings for the
35 member interview sample are generally quite reflective of the larger 123 member sample. Indeed,
if we look at the results for the interview participant sample for this particular question in 1992, we
find that almost exactly the same percentage of individuals (53 percent) either “agreed” or “strongly
agreed” that they had freedom to decide what to do in their jobs, as did the larger 123 member sample
(52 percent).

Instead, what might be suggested by the increase in percentage from 1992 to 1997 is that,
with accumulated work experience, graduates may have acquired jobs which offered greater levels of
autonomy. That is, while more than half of the graduates in this study initially acquired jobs which
provided them with autonomy on the job, over time graduates seem to be even more likely to gain
autonomy. This finding suggests that, for this particular feature of jobs, university graduates in this

study seem to have fared well.

(II1) How long would it take to learn to do this job well?

Another question participants were asked in 1997 was: “How long would it take to learn to do
this job well?” For jobs that required more specific education or job training (e.g. school teachers,
accountants), individuals were told that, when answering, they could assume that someone beginning
the job would have the required credentials. Of the thirty-three participants who were asked this
question, twenty-nine were able to provide an approximate time frame. Of these, eleven people (38
percent) said it would take less than | year to learn to do their job well, ten people (34 percent) said it
would take 1-2 years, four individuals (14 percent) said it would take 2-3 years, two individuals (7
percent) said it would take 3-5 years, one person (3 percent) said it would take 5-10 years, and one
more (3 percent) said it would take more than 10 years. Another three individuals did not include a
time frame in their answer. These people said that they were still learning their jobs and therefore
were not really certain how long it would take to learn to do the job well.

Thus, two-thirds of participants (66 percent) who responded to this question indicated that it

would take more than one year to learn to do their job, and more than one-quarter of participants (27
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percent) said that it would take more than two years. These findings suggest that the jobs that these
graduates had acquired are not routine but rather require a reasonable amount of time to learn to do
well. Indeed, the fact that two-thirds of participants indicated that their jobs would take more than a
year to learn parallels the finding that 64 percent of individuals specified that their jobs were

“complex” or “very complex.”

(IV) Do you have any supervisory responsibility in your current job? Did you have any supervisory
responsibility in your other jobs?

Participants were asked if they had any supervisory responsibility in their current jobs’. Nine
people (29 percent) indicated that they did have ongoing supervisory responsibilities in their current
job. Business graduates were somewhat more likely to specify this, as four of eight individuals said
they were supervisors, compared to two Arts, two Science and one Education graduate. Overall, six of
these nine individuals were “managers” of some sort. Another four individuals (14 percent) indicated
that they had some supervisory responsibilities in their current job, although only on an occasional
basis. Fifty-five percent of individuals (16 people) indicated that they did not have any such
responsibilities in their job.

Eighteen people were asked a follow-up question which asked if they had any supervisory
responsibilities in any other jobs they had acquired since graduating. Of these, eight individuals (44
percent) indicated that they did not have any such responsibilities, six people (33 percent) indicated
that they did have some supervisory experience, and another four people (22 percent) said they had
“some” responsibilities. Of these eighteen individuals, only two indicated that they now had
supervisory responsibilities, whereas they did not in their earlier jobs.

According to the National Occupational Classification (NOC), “supervising” comprises one
element on which the skill levels of occupations are assessed. The results here suggest that about
three-tenths of graduates in this study had supervisory responsibilities in their jobs by 1997. Data from
the 1995 National Graduates Survey found that two years after graduating, approximately thirty-one

percent of 1995 university graduates were in management roles (i.e., had supervisory responsibilities)

3 Education graduates were not asked this question, because in light of their jobs (as public school
teachers), the question did not apply to them.
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(Krahn and Bowlby, 1999 forthcoming). It is interesting to note that findings from the current study
are consistent with these recent national data on university graduates. Furthermore, findings based on
the Standard Occupational Classification (SOC) reveals that 14 percent of all Canadians in 1996 were
working in “managerial/ administrative™ occupations (Statistics Canada, 1997). The thirty-three
percent of university graduates in the current study who were supervisors (i.e., based on current and
prior jobs) is about twice as large as this figure. Overall, this suggests that a number of graduates in

this study are acquiring “skilled” jobs on the basis of their supervisory responsibilities.

(V) Have vou had any formal job-training in the jobs you've had so far. or have you learned things
more informally while on the job?

Another feature of jobs that participants were asked about was training®. This question was
asked to determine the type of training that graduates may have needed, above and beyond what they
may have learned in their university programs. Thus, this question directly addresses concerns of
policy-makers and other education critics that many graduates may be inadequately trained when they
enter the workplace.

Overall, of the twenty-nine individuals asked this question, seventeen (58 percent) indicated
that they had received some formal training at some point in their current or most recent job, while
twelve individuals (42 percent) had not. Besides this, more than two-thirds of participants (69 percent,
or 20 people) said that most of the training they had received in their jobs was of an informal nature.
Eight of these people had not received any formal training in their jobs, while twelve people had
received at least a small amount of formal training, in addition to the informal training.

Of the seventeen individuals who had received formal training in their current jobs, only two
indicated that this was “introductory” training that they received when they began their jobs. Many of
the individuals who had received formal training (11 of 17 people) indicated that this was “in-house
training” and took the form of short courses at their workplace. On average, most of these individuals

indicated that these courses lasted for a couple of days. Eight people said that this in-house training

* The eight participants who were public school teachers were not asked this question, although they
might have been since teachers do participate in some formal training programs over the course of their
careers.
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was “‘on-going” training at their workplace and involved periodic courses pertinent to their specific
jobs. Two of the seventeen people said that their formal training had involved “testing” and that they
had acquired a necessary certificate for their jobs. Both of these individuals were processing operators
in large petroleum and chemical plants in the Edmonton region. Formal training for another two
individuals also involved testing, however this was done in order to maintain their current professional
licenses. Besides the seventeen people who had received formal training in their current jobs, another
four individuals had received formal training in prior jobs.

Together these results suggest that more graduates had received informal rather than formal
training. Most individuals indicated that this informal training involved learning the day-to-day
operations of their jobs. Of those individuals who had received formal training, a majority of these
specified that this training was specific job training that was required.

Based on these results, it would appear that the training that these graduates did receive was
specific to the day-to-day functioning of their jobs and was not necessarily extensive. For example,
these graduates did not indicate that they required additional post-secondary education in order to be
able to perform their jobs. Since specific training is a normal feature of many jobs, it does not appear
that these graduates were necessarily “unskilled” for their jobs. However, this is a tentative
observation. That is. I will return to this issue in greater detail in Chapter 6, when [ examine
graduates’ assessments of their employment skills.

Besides this question, participants were also asked: “Do you think it’s the responsibility of
employers to spend their time training workers on the things they want them to know?"” A large
majority of graduates, or 93 percent (25 of 27 people) said that it was employers’ responsibility to train
workers. Of these, ten graduates simply said that employers needed to train workers if they wanted
them to perform their jobs properly. Similarly, six individuals believed that employers needed to teach
workers specific skills in order to perform their job. Another five of these twenty-five participants
suggested that it was ultimately good for a company or organization to train their workers. Seven more
individuals (26 percent) agreed that employers need to train workers but also mentioned that it was

partially the individual’s responsibility to make sure they had the proper training. Only one individual
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believed that it was nor the employer’s responsibility, but instead was the responsibility of universities
to train individuals.

Thus, almost all participants believed that employers were responsible for training workers for
the things they needed to know on the job. However, about one-quarter of participants believed that it
was partially the individual’s responsibility as well. Generally, the types of responses that individuals
provided suggests that they looked to employers to teach them specific skills for their jobs, but not

necessarily generic skills.

(VI) Would you consider this job to be a skilled job?

A large majority of interview participants (94 percent, or 31 of 33 individuals) indicated that
their jobs were skilled jobs. Only one graduate said that his job was not skilled. When asked to
explain, a majority cited the specific substantive knowledge that they needed to do their jobs (17
references, from 7 Science, 4 Education, 4 Business and 2 Arts graduates). [t is interesting to note that,
compared to other graduates, fewer Arts graduates indicated that their jobs were skilled because of
specific substantive knowledge which was required. One explanation might be that Arts graduates had
worked in a wider range of occupations. Hence, it might be expected that they would not be utilizing
specific substantive knowledge that they had acquired in their programs to the same extent as others.

Another common reason why jobs were said to be skilled was that communication skills were
required (9 references from 4 Education, 2 Arts, 2 Science and 1 Business graduate). Education
graduates were somewhat more likely to indicate that their jobs were skilled because of required
communication skills. In addition, four participants noted that analytic and problem-solving skills

were needed on the job.

Summary

To summarize this section, individuals who were interviewed in this study had worked in a
number of different occupations since completing their programs several years earlier. On average,
individuals had worked in 3.5 jobs since graduating. Nevertheless, by 1997, most individuals were

working in full-time positions. Most of the Education and Business graduates and half of the Science
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graduates were working in jobs which were directly related to the substantive content of their
programs. On the other hand, Arts graduates were working in a more diverse range of jobs in 1997
and less likely to be working in jobs related to their programs.

Only about one-third of graduates indicated that they had difficulty looking for work. Science
graduates had somewhat more difficulty finding work compared to others. For those graduates who
did have difficulty, it appears that timing of labour market entry was a factor, although this seems to
have been more pertinent for graduates in certain fields of study (e.g., Science). One of the reasons for
this may have been a more restricted labour market in the late 1980s and early 1990s for these
graduates.

A very large majority of individuals said that their jobs were “skilled jobs.” As well, a
majority of graduates indicated that their jobs were complex and had become more complex over time,
that their jobs would take more than one year to learn to do well, and that they were positive about the
amount of job autonomy they had. Besides this, approximately one-third of graduates had supervisory
responsibilities in their jobs, which according to the National Occupational Classification, is a basis for
assessing these jobs as “skilled.”

Education and Business graduates were more likely to say that their jobs were “complex.”

All but one of the Education graduates were public school teachers, and many cited a number of
different reasons why their jobs were complex. As well, at least half of all Business graduates were
supervisors or managers in their jobs, which could have influenced how they assessed the complexity
of their jobs. Besides this, Science, Education and Business graduates were more likely to specify that
the reason their jobs were “skilled jobs" was because of the specific substantive material they needed
to know on the job. As suggested earlier, the reason Arts graduates were less likely to answer in this
way may have been because they frequently were working in jobs which were less related to the
substantive content of their fields of study.

Thus, overall, it appears that graduates had been reasonably successful in finding jobs which
they believed were “good” jobs. The fact that many of these individuals had acquired a number of
good jobs either suggests that they had a lot of skills and abilities to offer employers, or that jobs had

been plentiful for them in the labour market since graduating. The latter explanation is less plausible.



87

While the unemployment rate in Alberta has been lower than the average rate in Canada throughout the
1990s, it has still been a difficult climate for younger Canadians, including post-secondary graduates,
in terms of finding good jobs. The economic recession in the early 1990s, as well as much government
and corporate down-sizing over the last decade, have had a negative impact on the youth labour
market. As some of the participants noted throughout the interviews, “times were tough” when they
graduated. Still, many of them managed to find jobs, and jobs which they were positive about on a
number of dimensions.

Thus, as indicated, by their success in the labour market since graduating, a university
education has been of value to these graduates. It would also appear that these graduates have a lot of
skills and abiiities to offer employers. More will be said about the specific employment skills that

graduates believed they acquired in their programs in Chapter 6.

2. Job Satisfaction
i. 1992 Findings

In 1992, ESWS respondents were asked the question, “How Satisfied are you with your
Job?" Atthat time, more than six-tenths (61 percent) of all 123 sample members said that they were
either “satisfied” (40 percent) or “very satisfied” (21 percent) with their jobs whereas only 13 percent
said that they were either “dissatisfied” (10 percent) or “very dissatisfied” (3 percent). These results
are reasonably comparable with other research which has been conducted on university graduates. For
example, results from the 1997 Alberta Graduate Survey, which questioned 6012 1994 Alberta
graduates about their job satisfaction, found that 71 percent of individuals were “satisfied” or “very
satisfied” (Krahn and Lowe, 1998).

Looking at additional research on job satisfaction, a 1996 Angus Reid survey found that 90
percent of all Canadian workers indicated that they were “satisfied” or “'very satisfied” with their jobs
(Edmonton Journal, 1996). These findings suggest that, while younger Canadians, such as university
graduates, are satisfied with their jobs, they may not be as satisfied as others, particularly older

Canadians. Results from other studies such as the 1989 General Social Survey (GSS) help to confirm
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satisfied,” 51 percent of 25-34 year-old, 58 percent of 35-44 year-old, 64 percent of 45-54 year-old,
and 69 percent of 55-64 year-old workers said that they were “very satisfied” (Krahn, 1992). A
number of reasons have been cited for this age-related pattern, including that younger and older
workers have different expectations associated with work, that older workers are more likely to hold
“better” jobs given their experience in the labour market, and that older workers may have other
experiences in their life which compensate for dissatisfying work. Given some of these reasons, we
might expect that 1997 interview participants would be more satisfied with their jobs than were the
1992 ESWS respondents. [ will present this information in the next section.

Continuing with the 1992 ESWS data, Table 2 reveals responses to this question from

graduates of the four faculties being considered in this study.

Table 2
1992 Responses to the question:
“How Satisfied are you with your Job?" by Faculty5
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Dissatisfied Neutral Satisfied
Faculty N N % N %o N %
All respondents 123 14 13 28 26 66 61
Education 22 3 14 3 14 16 73
Business 20 1 5 6 30 13 65
Science 23 5 22 5 22 13 57
Arts 17 4 24 6 35 7 41

As the last columns in Table 2 reveals, Education (73 percent) and Business graduates (65

percent) were somewhat more likely to indicate they were satisfied with their jobs in 1992. Compared

to the other three faculties, fewer Arts graduates (41 percent) said that they were satisfied with their

jobs, although about the same percentage of Arts and Science graduates said that they were dissatisfied

with their jobs (22 and 24 percent respectively). [ have already noted that Science graduates seem to

have had more difficulty finding work after they graduated, which could help to explain why they were

somewhat more dissatisfied with their jobs compared to Business and Education graduates. On the

5 Respondents were asked to respond on a scale of “very dissatisfied” (1) to “very satisfied” (5).
Scores of 1 and 2, and 4 and 5 are combined. Totals may not add to 100% due to rounding off.
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other hand, Arts graduates may have been more dissatisfied with their jobs in 1992 because they were
not as likely to be in jobs that were directly related to their fields of study. As I will outline in Section
3b of this chapter, Arts graduates were more likely to say that they were “overqualified” for their jobs
in 1992. This, in turn, could help to explain why fewer Arts graduates were satisfied with their work at
that time.

Another question from the 1992 ESWS questionnaires which addressed respondents’ job
satisfaction read, “If you had the choice to make again, would you choose the same type of work you
now do?"” More than seven-tenths of all 123 respondents (71 percent) said they would choose the
same type of work again. Among the 32 individuals that indicated they would not make the same
choice, the most frequent reason cited was *“‘cannot use skills” (5 references), “dislike present job™ (4
references) and “want job potential” (4 references).

These findings are interesting given additional research on this type of measure of job
satisfaction. For example, ““behavioural intention™ measures such as this typically reveal that fewer
individuals express satisfaction with their jobs. For example, a 1996 Angus Reid survey found that 68
percent of individuals said that they would take a comparable job at another company if it were offered
to them (Edmonton Journal, 1996). Nevertheless, as outlined earlier, 90 percent of the same Angus
Reid survey respondents indicated that they were generally satisfied with their jobs. Thus, the findings
in the 1992 ESWS are interesting since a greater percentage of university graduates indicated that they
would choose their job again (71 percent), compared to the 61 percent of sample members who said
that they were satisfied. One of the reasons for these differences across studies is that university
graduates are perhaps more inclined to recognize that they are acquiring “good” jobs and therefore tend
to say that they would choose these jobs again, even though they may be unsatisfied with some aspects
of these jobs.

As shown in Table 3, a majority of graduates in all four faculties indicated that they would
choose the same type of work again. Education graduates were somewhat more likely to respond
“yes™ to this question than individuals from the other faculties. However, in comparison to the
findings from the first question on job satisfaction (outlined above in Table 2), respondents from the

other three faculties differed somewhat in terms of their responses to this question. For example, both
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Table 3
1992 Responses to the question:
“If you had the choice to make again, would you choose the same type of work you now do?" by

Faculty
Percent
Faculty N N Yes N No
All Respondents 123 7 71 32 29
Education 22 17 77 5 23
Arts 17 12 1 5 29
Science 23 16 70 7 30
Business 20 13 65 7 35

Arts and Science graduates were more positive in their assessments of their jobs than was suggested by
their answers to the previous question. As well, Arts and Science graduates were more likely than
Business graduates to say that they would choose the same type of work again, which is the opposite
from findings for the first question.

Thus, as Rinehart (1978) suggests, it is important to consider different measures of job
satisfaction. That is, while individuals may indicate they are satisfied with their jobs, behavioural
intention measures (the second question presented here) usually present different findings. As
mentioned, findings from such measures tend to show that individuals rate their satisfaction with their
jobs somewhat more negatively. In the case of the university graduates examined here, findings for
this measure are oppaosite to what might be expected. By faculty, findings reveal that Arts graduates in
particular and also Science graduates to some extent, were not as dissatisfied with their jobs in 1992, as
they might have appeared to be according to the first satisfaction measure. Perhaps graduates in both
of these faculties were unsatisfied with aspects of their jobs because of their initial expectations, but

still believed that they had acquired reasonably “good™ jobs.

ii. 1997 Findings

Interview participants in 1997 were also asked to assess their job satisfaction by way of two
questions. The first question read: “Overall, how satisfied are you with your job right now?"”
(Question 19a). Responses to this question were subsequently coded on a four-point scale, ranging
from “very satisfied” to “very dissatisfied.” This four-point scale was created with little difficulty

during the coding process to help analyze interview responses. Participants voluntarily provided
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responses such as “very satisfied” or “satisfied.” Given this type of response and the ensuing
discussion which typically took place (because I usually asked them to briefly elaborate on their
answer), [ was then able to code answers accordingly.

Overall, twenty-nine of the thirty-five participants asked this question (83 percent) indicated
that they were “very satisfied™ or “satisfied,” while six participants (17 percent) said they were
“dissatisfied” or “very dissatisfied.” Comparisons across faculties revealed a fairly equal
representation for those participants who indicated they were either “satisfied” or “very satisfied.” Of
those individuals who said they were dissatisfied with their jobs (3 Science, 2 Arts, and | Business
graduate), most indicated that they did not find their job challenging. As well, assessing their job
qualifications, four of these six individuals (2 Arts, 1 Business and | Science graduate) also said that
they were “overqualified” for their jobs.

Participants were also asked a second question: “Is it a job you would choose again, if you
had the opportunity?"” (Question 19b). This question was added after a few interviews had been
completed to check for reliability of responses with the previous question on job satisfaction (Question
19a). For example, after having completed several interviews I noticed that, when asked the original
question, almost all participants simply responded that they were either “satisfied” or “very satisfied”
with their jobs. As [ outlined in the last section, the research literature on job satisfaction finds that
behavioural intention measures usually reveal different findings (i.e., usually more negative findings).
With this in mind, this second question was added to the interview schedule. Since this question was
added after a few interviews had already been completed, a smaller number of participants (23 in total)
were actually asked this question. Results reveal that seventeen of the twenty-three individuals (74
percent) indicated that they would choose their job again if they had the opportunity, whereas only one
said he/she would not choose it again (an Arts graduate). The other four were uncertain whether they
would choose their job again (3 Science and | Education graduate).

Therefore, a large majority of participants seemed to respond positively when asked whether
they would choose their job again. These findings reflect the positive findings from Question 19a, as
presented above. As well, perhaps similar to other research which has examined behavioural intention

measures, there was a slightly lower percentage of individuals who said they would choose their jobs
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again (74 percent), compared to those who said they were satisfied (83 percent). However, this
percentage difference is not great, given that the numbers of individuals asked each question was not
large (35 and 23 people respectively). For example, of those individuals who were asked both
questions, only two rated their job satisfaction positively for the first question and then indicated they
were “not sure” if they would choose their job again in response to the second question. This suggests
that the behavioural intention measure in this case did not necessarily reveal different results.

Nevertheless, what it did reveal is that a majority of graduates were satisfied with their jobs.

iti. Comparisons Between 1992 and 1997 Findings

Two questions on job satisfaction were asked in both 1992 and 1997. The first question asked
in each time period (How satisfied are you with your job?) was virtually the same. Results indicate
that a majority of graduates said that they were “satisfied” or “very satisfied” with their jobs in 1992
(61 percent) and in 1997 (83 percent). The higher percentage of individuals who said that they were
satisfied in 1997 could mean that graduates acquire more satisfying jobs over time. One consistent
finding is that a small minority of graduates indicated that they were “dissatisfied” in both years: that
is, 13 percent in 1992 and 17 percent in 1997. Although Arts and Science graduates seemed to be
more dissatistied with their jobs in 1992, these differences were smaller five years later in 1997.

The second question on job satisfaction in both time periods asked individuals if they would
choose the same job again. The question wording across the two time periods was slightly different,
yet both questions reflected a very similar construct. More than seven-tenths of graduates in both 1992
(71 percent) and 1997 (74 percent) indicated that they would choose their job again.

These findings are pertinent to the research questions being asked in this study. They provide
us with some over time evidence that graduates are finding jobs with which they are satisfied and that
they would choose again, if they had the opportunity. At a basic level, this suggests that a university
education has led to valuable and satisfying work for these individuals. For Arts and Science
graduates, it appears that the acquisition of satisfying work has taken slightly longer. Nevertheless, a

substantial majority indicated that they were satisfied with their jobs in 1997.
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3. Job-Education Match/Mismatch

This section presents findings which relate to the match between education and job cutcomes.
This issue is also directly relevant to this study given concerns that universities may not be providing
an education that fits labour market needs. In the 1989 and 1992 phases of the ESWS, and in the 1997
follow-up interviews, individuals were asked to assess the match between their education and jobs in
terms of their qualifications, and also to assess the importance of this match for them personally.

These findings are outlined below.

a) Importance of Job-Education Match
i. 1989/1992 Findings

As part of the 1989 and 1992 ESWS questionnaires, sample members were asked to respond
to the following statement about the issue of education-job match: "It is important that my job be
related to my field of study or specialization™® In 1989, approximately eight-tenths of all 123 sample
members (79 percent) agreed with this statement, while only 13 percent of sample members disagreed
(Table 4). Slightly fewer individuals (69 percent) agreed with this statement in 1992, although this still
comprised a significant majority of sample members. Therefore, while respondents still felt strongly
about having jobs closely matched to their education in both years, the strength of this sentiment had

diminished somewhat by 1992.

Table 4
1989 and 1992 Responses to the question:
“It is important that my job be related to my field of study or specialization,” by Faculty

Percent
1989 1992
Faculty N Disagree Agree Disagree Agree
All Respondents 123 13 79 18 69
Business 20 0 90 25 60
Education 25 12 84 8 84
Science 25 10 83 23 67
Arts 25 36 56 28 56

% Individuals were asked to respond on a five-point scale, from “strongly disagree” (1) to “strongly
agree” (5). Scores of 1 and 2, and 4 and 5 are combined, while responses in the middle category (3) are
omitted.
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As shown in Table 4, a majority of graduates in all four faculties in both 1989 and 1992
agreed that it was important to have a job related to their field of study. Nevertheless, there were some
differences by faculty. For example, while 80-90 percent of Business, Education and Science
graduates agreed with this statement in 1989, just over half of Arts graduates (56 percent) agreed. One
reason why Arts graduates may have been less inclined to agree with the statement is that they are not
as motivated by specific occupational outcomes as graduates from the other three faculties. This idea
would support the contention that what is learned through a liberal arts education is less oriented to
specific job outcomes, and more oriented to general education and training.

Findings in Table 4 also reveal that, over time, there were differences within faculties. For
example, compared with the 1989 results, 20-30 percent fewer Science and Business graduates in 1992
agreed that it was important for them to have a job which was related to their field of study. On the
other hand, the same percentage of Arts and Education graduates agreed with this statement in both
years, although fewer Arts graduates disagreed in 1992,

These results reveal that, over time, respondents were less inclined to say that having a job
related to their university education was important to them. The reason for this may be that these
graduates were better able to recognize that their degrees, and the skills they learned in their programs,
were applicable to a broader range of jobs in the labour market than they had previously considered.
Another way of stating this is that these individuals may have been better able to recognize the value of
their education, as this relates to employment. In this sense, individuals may have been more willing
to consider work in a wider range of occupations. For Science and Business graduates, these findings
were more pronounced. That is, a greater proportion of Business and Science graduates said that
having a job closely matched to their education was less important to 