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Me asuring unive rsity participation
________________________________________________

When students star t un ive rsity affects comparisons among cou ntr ies

by Léo Charbonnea u

I
t sou nds sim p le enoug h, but it has impor-
tant implication s fo r co mparing unive rsity

particip ation rat es in different cou ntr ies: not
ev erybody goes to unive rsity at the same age.

To get aroun d this , He r b O’He ron, senior
advi ser for nation a l affa i rs at the Association
of Unive rsit ies and Col lege s of Cana da, has
co m e up wit h a new, flex ible mea s ure that
he believe s mo re accur ately reflects unive r-
sity acces s.

The mea s ure sig n ific a n tly alt e rs how some
coun tries compare to others in ter ms of
thei r un ive rsity par ticip ation rat es. Cana da’s
rate wou ld inc rea s e so m ewhat, but our rela -
tive posit ion wou ld fall as sev eral cou ntr ies
le apfr og ove r us.

Mr. O’H eron dev ise d the new mea s ure to
fil l a statis ti c a l vo id. The Organization for
Econ omic Co-operation and Dev elo pment,
which repre sents mos t of the world’s maj or
in du s trialized cou ntr ies, stopped publis hing
member cou ntr ies’ unive rsity par ticip ation
rates six years ago, pre cis ely becau se of
co mparability problems wit h the dat a.

The OECD tradit ion a l ly mea s ure d parti-
ci pation rat es in three dis cret e ag e gr oups,
st arting wit h the 18 to 21 coho rt. Howeve r,
the problem wit h using any fixe d ag e co h ort
is that you’l l miss unive rsity students not in
that age range, said Mr. O’H eron. As wel l,
if you hav e ve ry few univ ersity students in
part of that coho rt, this cou ld badly skew
the ratio.

To compens ate for this , Mr. O’H eron has
propos ed that, for each cou ntr y, you choos e
the fou r ye ars whe re the re are most students
enrolled, irrespectiv e of age. This met hod
coul d also be use d fo r in ter-prov incia l co m-
parisons wit hin Cana da. Usi ng the hig hest
fo ur-ye ar age coho rt, he exp lain ed, hel ps to
adju s t fo r syst em differenc es, su ch as the

le ngt h of time it takes to complet e se con -
dary school .

Fo r ex ample, in Ger many and many Scan -
dinavi an cou ntr ies, the re are far more stu -
dents in unive rsity in their early to mid -20s
than the re are in their lat e teens , partly be-
caus e they finish secon d ary school lat e r. In
Denmark, for exa mple, usi ng 2001 dat a,
there were only 121 students in unive rsity at
ag e 18 and just 1,500 at age 19, versus more
than 19,000 at age 24 and 18,000 at age 25.

"A s a res ult, when using the hig hest fou r-
ye ar age coho rt, whi c h fo r Denmark tur ns
ou t to be 22 to 25, the unive rsity par ticip a-
tion rat e tr iples compare d to the 18 to 21 co-
ho rt," said Mr. O’H eron. "Furthe rmo re, rat her
than trailing Cana da by a wid e margin, the
particip ation rat e fo r Denmark actually sur-
passes the Canadian rat e in the 19 to 22 age
rang e – our hig hest fou r-year coho rt." For
so m e coun tries, such as the U.S. and U.K.,

the18 to 21coho rt con tin ue s to be mos t accur ate.

Sh own the new mea s ure, Sco tt Mur ray,
directo r ge neral of ins titutio ns and socia l st a-
tis ti cs at Statis ti cs Cana da, said he finds it "a
ve ry useful innov ation. It ove rco m e s so m e
of the comparability problems."

Wa lter Sudma n t, directo r of planning and
in stitution a l re search at the Unive rsity of
Br itis h Colu mbia, said Mr. O’H eron’s wor k
il lust r ates the "fundament al we a kness" of re-
ly ing on a single indicato r to illust r ate a com -
plex situation. "We crave a sim p le mea s ure
to feed into poli cy and advocacy, while Mr.
O’He ron had shown that one thoug htful im-
prov ement in an indicato r ..... can cre ate huge
sw ing s in interpret ation."

It’s alw ays good to refi ne the measure s ,
said Dr. Sudma n t, but "there is no sub stitute
fo r un d erstanding the real nature of different
syst ems by looking at lots of infor mation and
in d i c at ors tog ether".
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