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The transition from school to work:
education and work experiences

Data from the National Longitudinal Survey of Youth 1979
found that the average worker, approximately 5 years
after leaving school for the first time,

starts a job that will last 3 years;

however, there was considerable variation by education

ouths experience different trajectoriesin
Y their transition from school to work.

Some youths jump from job to job and
do not develop a steady employment relation-
ship until many years after leaving school, if at
al. Others settle into alonger-term employment
relationship soon after leaving school. Some
policymakersand educatorsexpress concern that
many new entrantsto thejob market tend to expe-
rience periods of churning, moving from one low
paying job to another, without settling into a
longer-term relationship This argument posits
that the time, sometimes many years, spent mov-
ing from one short-term job to another isnonpro-
ductive and steps should betaken to eliminateit.

Other analysts see this period of short em-
ployment spells in a more positive light. They
argue that early job mobility represents “job
shopping” where young workerslearn about dif-
ferent work environmentsand their own skillsand
interests? Asyouths acquire different work ex-
periences, they are able to move into jobs that
better match their skills and interests, often with
higher wages. In this light, the job-shopping
phase can bebeneficial for bothworkersandtheir
employers.

Education is clearly linked to these employ-
ment processes. In high school, youths learn
mainly general skills. Theseincludenot only hard
skillssuch asliteracy and numeracy, but soft skills
such aspunctuality, dependability, and following
directions. Because of their youth, those seeking
jobs just after high school may know less about
theworld of work and beless committed to apar-

ticular occupation. Likewise, employers of these
youths have less information about their skills.
Both employer and employee may look at entry-
level jobs as a learning process by which each
can evaluate the long-term potential of their
“match.” College graduates, on the other hand,
invest more in specific skills and may acquire a
greater knowledge of the job market within their
field. They can match their intereststo skillsand
reject potential career paths before entering the
labor market. Employers of new college gradu-
ates have potentially greater knowledge of the
particular skills of their new hires, and, because
of the higher wages they must pay, more incen-
tive to find a good match. For these reasons,
matches between new college graduates and their
employers may be expected to last longer than
those between new high school graduates and
employers. Youthswho haveleft school without
ahigh school degree are doubly disadvantaged,
they lack both general and job-specific skills, and
they face employers who have low expectations
and little incentive to invest in their matches.
Consequently, schooling choicesmay dictatethe
speed and ease of the school-to-work transition.

This article documents the transition from
school to work for a nationally representative
sampl e of men and women from thetimethey first
left school for ayear or more until age 35. The
tablesin this article describe the duration of em-
ployment relationships and time since leaving
school until holding ajob for aspecific number of
years. Thiswill helpto answer anumber of ques-
tions about the transition from school to work,
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such as: how does job changing evolve as individuals age;
how does job mohility behavior vary by education level and
other demographic characteristics; and finally, how long does
it take an average individual to settleinto alonger-term job.

Other researchers have used the National Longitudinal
Survey of Youth 1979 (NLSY 79) to study job changes, mostly
focusing on men. Some of the articles have been more de-
scriptivelikethisone, although for earlier time periods.2 Oth-
ersengagein detailed empirical analysis, and generally try to
examinethe causes and consequences of early job changes.
In this article, we use data through 2002, which allows usto
trace individuals' careers until age 35. Thus we can show
individuals' job transitions from the end of school into the
workforce and up until mid-career.

Data and methods

The data. To adequately measure the path an individual
takes from the completion of schooling to stable employ-
ment, one needs longitudinal datathat track respondents
over their working lives. Inthisarticle, the education and
employment histories are examined using NLSY79 data.
These data describe a sampl e of men and women who were
ages 14t0221in 1979 and 37 to 44 when interviewed in 2002.
In 2002, the sample—which includes an overrepresentation
of blacks and Hispanics—had 7,724 respondents. This
article defines the transition from school to work to occur
at the point when the individual leaves school for 12 months
or more. However, work historiesin theNLSY79data gen-
erally begin in January 1, 1978, or the respondent’s 16th
birthday, whichever is later. Thus, in order to view the
compl ete school-to-work transition without oversampling
those with higher education, only respondents born be-
tween January 1, 1961, and December 31, 1964—that is, the
last four birth cohorts of the NLSY79—are used> After
dropping respondents with incompl ete data, there were a
total of 3,845 respondents. In all computations, weights
are used to adjust for different sampling rates and
nonresponse rates so that the data are a nationally repre-
sentative sample of all youths born between 1961 and 1964
and living in the United Statesin 1979.

A key feature of the NLSY79 data set is that it records
much of theinformation as event histories; thus, the dates
of transitions are documented and updated with each in-
terview. Inthe event history of employment, or work his-
tory, the “start” and “stop” dates of each job the respon-
dent has held are recorded, as well as dates of nonwork
(such as maternity leave or layoff) within each job. This
allows various job-related measures, such as the number
of jobs held, weeks worked, and job tenure, to be calcu-
lated. In addition, because the dates of these job-related
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behaviorsarerecorded for each individual, these variables
can be calculated for a specific period—for example, the
number of jobs each worker held during the 2 years before
the start date of a certain job can be determined. Using
the NLSY79 work history data, it is possible to construct
and link monthly records of school attendance or nonat-
tendance with employment.

Defining school leaving groups. In thisanalysis, individu-
als are grouped based on their education level when they
first left school. Individualswere assigned to a school-leav-
ing group based on the highest degree, if any, they reported
earning as of the time they first left school for 12 months or
longer.6 Thus, if an individual dropped out of school but
subsequently returned to finish high school within a 12-
month period, they would be classified as a high school
graduate and not adropout. Similarly, individualswho com-
pleted high school and went to work full time, but within the
12-month period began taking night classes, would continue
tobeviewed as‘in school,” despitetheir work schedule, until
they were no longer taking classes. Once determined that an
individual had left school for 12 months, even if the person
later returned to school and received a degree, the initial
school-leaving group to which they were assigned was not
changed.”

Table 1 describesthe sample used in thisarticle by educa-
tional category aswell asthe average age respondents first
left school.8 Twelve percent of the sasmplefirst left school at
approximately age 17 before attaining a high school degree
and areassignedto the category of dropouts. Approximately
55 percent of the samplefirst left school for at |east 12 months
after attaining a high school degree; these respondents left
school approximately 1 year later (age 18) than dropouts.
Individuals with some college but who did not attain a
bachelor’ sdegree beforefirst leaving school make up 22 per-
cent of our sample, while 11 percent arethose who attained a
college degree before first leaving school. The educational
outcomes of men were more dispersed than those of women;
men were both more likely to drop out and more likely to
complete college.® Ethnicand racial differencesininitial edu-
cational attainment are quite pronounced. Whiteswere more
likely than either blacks or Hispanics or Latinos to have ei-
ther goneto college or earned acollege degreeand lesslikely
to drop out.

Whilethedatefirst left school isauseful point to measure
the school-to-work transition, it does not alwaysindicate the
final degree earned. Many individuals return to school, ei-
ther by combining work and schooling or by leaving the la-
bor force altogether. Table 2 shows that a large number of
individuals return to school at some point before they be-



‘Table I Degree and age when first left school for 12 months or longer and degree when completed schooling,
by school-leaving group
Original school-leaving group and characteristic Degree when first left Averla?e aﬁe vlvff1en frst Degree when
9 g group school eft school for completed schooling
12 months or longer
High school dropouts 12.1 17.0 7.1
High school graduates 54.6 17.9 42.8
Some college ............. 22.0 21.4 23.7
College graduates ........c.uvuniiieiiiiiiei e 11.3 23.8 26.5
MEN L - 19.3 -
Less than a high school diploma ....... 12.6 17.1 7.4
High school graduates, no college 54.2 18.0 44.4
Less than a bachelor’s degree .......... 19.6 21.6 21.1
Bachelor's degree O MOKE ........c.ovuniiiiiiiiiieee e 12.6 24.0 26.1
WOIMIEN ..ot - 19.2 -
Less than a high school diploma ..............ccoooiiiii, 10.6 16.9 6.1
High school graduates, no college ..........cooevviiiiiiiiiiiiienens 55.0 17.9 40.8
Less than a bachelor's degree ............ccooveeiiiiiiiiiiiiii, 24.5 21.3 26.3
Bachelor's degree or More ...........cccoeviiiiiiiiiiiiiiinceeee 9.9 23.6 26.7
White (NON-HISPANIC) ... c.neeniiiiiie it - 19.4 -
Less than a high school diploma ............covviiiiiiiiiiis 10.2 16.9 5.8
High school graduates, no college ............ccoevviiiiiiiiiniiiinei, 54.0 17.9 41.4
Less than a bachelor's degree ............coooviiiiiiiiiiiiiiiies 23.0 21.5 22.4
Bachelor's degree or more .............ccoooeiiiiiiiiiiiiiiinc 12.7 23.7 30.4
Black (NON-HiSPANIC) ...........vviiiiiiiiiiiiiiiic e - 18.9 -
Less than a high school diploma ..........ccc.ocoiiiiiiiii, 17.0 17.4 10.0
High school graduates, no college ..........ccocovvviiiiiiiiiiiiiiiienns 58.7 18.1 49.0
Less than a bachelor's degree .........cooovvviiiiiiiiiiiiiiies 19.1 21.3 28.9
Bachelor's degree or MOre .........c..covveiiiiiiiiiiiiiei e 5.1 24.2 12.1
HIiSPaniC Or LatiNO ..........ocvuiiiiiiiiiiici e - 18.7 -
Less than a high school diploma ....... 22.7 16.9 15.4
High school graduates, no college 54.2 18.0 45.3
Less than a bachelor’s degree .......... 16.9 21.3 26.9
Bachelor's degree Or MOIE ........c.vvuuiiiiiiiiiee e 6.1 25.3 12.4
Note: Educational attainment is defined as of the time they first left women; 77 percent non-Hispanic whites; 15 percent non-Hispanic blacks; and
school for 12 consecutive months. Our sample is 51 percent men; 49 percent 7 percent Hispanics or Latinos.

come age 35; however, not everyone who returned to school
eventually received a degree. Fifty-three percent of high
school dropoutsreturned to school, asdid 42 percent of high
school graduates. While 58 percent of initial dropouts never
received a high school diploma or GED (general equivalency
diploma), 28 percent of dropouts did eventually earn a high
school diploma; an additional 10 percent received some col-
lege education; and 4 percent went on to receive a college
degreeor more. Again, ethnicandracial differencesarequite
strikinginthisregard. When returning to school, whitesin all
education categories were more likely to complete their col-
lege degree. As already noted, whites generally had more
education when they first left school. Thus, the process of
returning to school to complete unfinished degrees did not
close the racial gap in educational attainment, but instead
seemed to widen it.

Asseeninthelast column of table 1, by age 35, whitesare
significantly less likely to have less than a high school di-
plomaor GED and twice as likely to have completed college.
Only 6 percent of whites had not received a high school de-

gree or GED by their 35th birthday compared with 10 percent
of blacksand 15 percent of Hispanicsor Latinos. In contrast,
more than 30 percent of whites had received a college degree
compared with only 12 percent of blacks and Hispanics or
Latinos. In contrast, the gender gap in educational attain-
ment issmall; at 35, women have only slightly more education
than men.

The school-to-work transition

Duration of employment. The longitudinal nature and event
history data collection of the NLSY79 make the data set ideal
for studying job duration. A job-shopping model would sug-
gest that the quality of job matches would increase with each
subsequent job. Thus the probability that one would find a
better match and switch jobs would decrease over time. This
tendency is reinforced by the development of job-specific
skills, which may not be valued by another employer. Theo-
retically, then, a successful transition to the labor market
should be characterized by increasing job tenure. Therefore,
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IELIER  Distribution of completed schooling, by school-leaving group
Ever Highest degree ever reported receiving
Y
returned to . High school
school High school graduates Some college College
dropout graduates
(or GED)
High school dropouts 53.2 58.3 28.2 9.7 3.7
High school graduates .... 42.1 - 72.1 22.9 5.0
Some college ................. 54.6 - - 45.5 54.5
College graduates .............cccoveeriiiiiniiiniiiiineiienen, 41.0 - - - 100.0
Men
High school dropouts 50.1 58.8 27.7 9.1 4.4
High school graduates .... 37.2 - 75.5 20.3 4.2
Some college ................. 54.8 - - 45.6 54.4
College graduates ..............ccovevviiiiiiiiiiiiniinn, 34.5 - - - 100.0
Women
High school dropouts 57.4 57.7 28.8 10.7 2.8
High school graduates .... 47.1 - 68.6 25.6 5.8
Some college ................. 54.5 - - 45.5 54.6
College graduates ..........ccoeevieiiiiiiiiiiiiiaieiaennns 49.7 - - - 100.0
White (non-Hispanic)
High school dropouts 50.4 56.8 27.5 10.9 4.9
High school graduates .... 42.1 - 71.5 22.6 5.9
Some college ................. 53.4 - - 39.5 60.5
College graduates ...........coeevieiiiiiiiiiiiiieiienaennes 41.2 - - - 100.0
Black (non-Hispanic)
High school dropouts 61.8 58.6 31.5 8.4 1.5
High school graduates .... 42.3 - 74.3 23.6 2.1
Some college ................. 58.7 - - 71.2 28.8
College graduates .............ccevveeviiieineiinieiieaiieean, 26.5 - - - 100.0
Hispanic or Latino
High school dropouts 49.9 67.8 23.3 7.2 1.8
High school graduates . 39.9 - 73.7 23.8 2.5
College graduates .......... 38.6 - - - 100.0
Note: Educational attainment is defined as of the time they first left school for 12 consecutive months.

tenure of thelongest job ever held can be used asanindicator
of the successful transition from school to work and into a
stable employment relationship.

Table 3 shows the duration of the longest job held.
Y ouths with a high school degree or less can learn about
interests and gain job-specific skills while on the job, and
those with some post high school education can gain job-
specific skillsintheclassroom. If these schooling choices
are equally suited for preparing youths for stable employ-
ment, then the duration of their longest job by age 35
should be similar. A period of churning or job shopping
would be expected from those who do not yet know their
skillsand preferences. However, high school dropouts and
graduates should eventually obtain job- or employer-spe-
cific skills; find a compatible career path; and settle into
long-term jobs. From that point on they would, theoreti-
cally, have labor market behavior similar to youths who
spent that time gaining those skillsin aclassroom. Again,
the datadisprovethis. Even though high school dropouts

24 Monthly Labor Review February 2005

left school the earliest, were in the labor market for the
longest time—and therefore had the most time to start
down a career path—they are the least likely to have had
stable employment rel ationshipslasting more than 2 years.
At age 20, 14 percent of dropouts have never held a job
and 58 percent had yet to hold ajob for more than 1 year.
At age 35, approximately 18 years after leaving school for
thefirst time, 2 percent of dropouts have never held ajob;
9 percent of dropouts have never held ajob for more than
ayear; and an additional 15 percent have never held ajob
for 2 yearsor longer. Only 36 percent of high school drop-
outs had held ajob for 5 years or more by age 35.

In contrast, those with at least some college or a
bachelor’s degree make the transition to stable employ-
ment—that is, ajob lasting more than 2 years—the fastest.
By age 30, nearly 86 percent of those with some college
and 82 percent with abachelor’s degree or more have held
ajob for more than 2 years. And by age 35, about 95 per-
cent of individualsin these two education categories have



‘Table KN Duration of employment relationship with a single employer, for longest held job from first time left school to
age 35, by age and educational attainment
Duration of longest employment relationship
Age and characteristic No job More than More than
¢ ! Liss than 1 year but less 2 years but less 5 years or
year than 2 years than 5 years more
Through age 20 ........ccooviiiiiiiiiiii 10.3 57.4 27.8 4.4 ®
Less than a high school diploma ...... 14.2 58.1 21.8 6.0 ®
High school graduates, no college .... 9.4 56.4 30.4 4.2 ®
Less than a bachelor’s degree ......... 12.7 84.1 3.2 ® ®
Bachelor’'s degree or more ........... ® ® ® ® ®
Throughage 25........cccoieiiiiiiinininnns 2.2 19.6 28.8 41.3 8.3
Less than a high school diploma ...... 4.2 28.2 24.5 36.7 6.4
High school graduates, no college .... 1.7 15.5 24.4 45.4 12.9
Less than a bachelor’'s degree ......... 1.5 18.3 36.2 43.4 .6
Bachelor's degree or more ...............c.occooeeenenn 2.2 37.6 45.0 15.2 ®
Through age 30 .......cccoviiiiiiiiiiiii, 1.0 6.2 13.8 44.3 34.6
Less than a high school diploma ...... 2.2 15.9 18.7 41.9 21.3
High school graduates, no college .... 1.0 5.7 14.2 42.2 36.9
Less than a bachelor’'s degree ......... .2 3.5 10.6 46.0 39.6
Bachelor's degree or more ..............coooeeiieien 1.7 3.6 12.5 53.7 28.4
Through age 35 ..........ccooiiiiiiiii 7 2.9 6.9 33.1 56.4
Less than a high school diploma ...... 1.8 9.1 14.5 39.0 35.7
High school graduates, no college .... .6 2.6 7.4 33.7 55.7
Less than a bachelor’s degree ......... 1 1.5 3.1 28.8 66.4
Bachelor's degree or more .............cccoveeveiinnnnn. 1.1 4 4.1 31.8 62.5
1 Estimates are not presented for these categories because most sample ? Estimates are not presented because most sample members in this
members had not been out of school long enough to hold a job of this length. education category are not yet out of school.

doneso. At age 35, 66 percent of those with some college
and 63 percent of those with a college degree had held a
job for 5 years or more.

Women in the labor market. During the last several de-
cades, the “working mother” has become the norm rather
than the exception!® While women no longer automati-
cally withdraw from the labor force upon marrying or after
having a child, it remains common for women with young
childrentointerrupt their careersfor both childbearing and
childrearing. Women may also choose moreintermittent or
seasonal work that correlates with school or other
childrearing activities. Itisreasonableto expect that their
work trajectory will be different from men. However, much
of the difference between the school-to-work trajectory of
men and women—at least in the measures presented
here—appears to stem from the variability of work experi-
ence in female dropouts.

Table 4 breaks down the duration of longest held em-
ployment relationship by sex as well as age. At all ages,
female high school dropouts are significantly more likely
to have never held ajob, and held jobsfor lesstime. At age
20, 21 percent of female dropouts had never held a job,
while approximately 13 percent had held ajob for between
1land 2years. Only 9 percent of male dropouts, in compari-
son, had never been employed, and 28 percent had held
their longest job between 1 and 2 years. While the differ-

ence in employment duration shrinks with age, it never
equalizes. At their 35th birthday, 4 percent of female drop-
outs had never held ajob and only aquarter had held ajob
more than 5 years. In comparison, nearly 44 percent of
mal e dropouts had held ajob more than 5 years by age 35,
and almost all had held ajob.

The work experiences of dropouts contrasts to the em-
ployment histories of those with more education. At age 25,
women with some college or a college degree are more likely
to have held ajob since leaving school for thefirst time, and
were equally and often more likely to have held a job of a
specific duration as similarly educated men. However, differ-
encesemerged with age. Thesedifferencesare probably due
to thefact that some women leave and re-enter the workforce
due to household responsibilities as they age. At age 35,
only 1 percent of male or female college graduates had never
held ajob, but 68 percent of the men had held ajob for more
than 5 years, compared with 55 percent of thewomen. Only 3
percent of male college graduateshad never held ajobfor 2 or
moreyears, compared with 9 percent of women with acollege
degree.

Racial differences. Table 5 examines the duration of em-
ployment relationshipsfor thelongest held job by race and
ethnicity. Compared with similarly educated whitesor His-
panics, blacks consistently have less tenure. However,
blacksin particular benefit fromincreasesin education. At
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\Table % Duration of employment relationship with a single employer, for longest held job from first time left school to

age 35—by sex, age, and educational attainment
Duration of longest employment relationship
Age and characteristic No job More than More than
Less than 1 year but less 2 years but less 5 years or
1year than 2 years than 5 years more
Men only through age 20 ...........ccooeeviiiiiiiiniinns 9.8 58.0 28.7 3.5 ®
Less than a high school diploma ....................... 8.7 57.6 28.3 5.4 ®
High school graduates, no college ..................... 10.1 57.7 29.1 3.1 ®
Less than a bachelor's degree ..............cccc.eeenee ® ® ® ® ®
Bachelor's degree or more .............ccoovevveiinnnnnn, ® ® ® ® ®
Women only through age 20 ..........ccccoevviiiiinninnnns 10.9 56.9 27.0 5.3 ®
Less than a high school diploma ....................... 21.2 58.6 13.3 6.8 ®
High school graduates, no college ..................... 8.7 55.1 31.0 5.2 ®
Less than a bachelor’s degree .......................... 13.3 85.4 1.3 ® ®
Bachelor's degree or more .............ccooveevneiinnnnnn, ® ® ® ® ®
Men only through age 25.........cccooveviiiiniiiininin, 1.7 19.4 28.3 42.5 8.1
Less than a high school diploma ....................... 1.1 20.7 24.6 47.0 6.5
High school graduates, no college ..................... 1.7 15.1 24.3 46.5 12.5
Less than a bachelor’s degree .......................... 2.0 21.9 35.9 39.7 4
Bachelor's degree or more .............ccoovevvneiinnnnnn, 2.4 38.6 41.5 17.4 ®
Women only through age 25 ..........cccoveiiniinnennnen. 2.3 19.9 29.4 40.0 8.4
Less than a high school diploma . . 8.3 38.1 24.4 23.0 6.2
High school graduates, no college ..................... 1.8 16.0 24.6 44.3 13.3
Less than a bachelor's degree ..............ccoevvennes 1.1 15.2 36.4 46.5 7
Bachelor's degree or more .............ccooveevneiinnnnnn, 2.0 36.3 49.1 12.6 ®
Men through age 30 ........cc.vviiiiiiiiiniecees .8 5.0 11.9 45.2 37.1
Less than a high school diploma ....................... 1 11.1 15.7 47.1 25.9
High school graduates, no college ..................... .9 4.0 12.6 42.8 39.7
Less than a bachelor’s degree .......................... 4 3.4 10.1 45.3 40.9
Bachelor's degree or more .............cccoveevneeinnnnn, 1.6 5.1 7.7 53.9 31.7
Women through age 30 ........cccovvviiiiiiiiiiiicieene, 1.3 7.5 15.7 43.3 32.1
Less than a high school diploma . 4.9 22.2 22.6 35.1 15.2
High school graduates, no college .. 1.0 7.5 15.9 41.6 34.0
Less than a bachelor’s degree .... . 1 3.5 11.0 46.7 38.0
Bachelor's degree or more .............cccoveeveiinnnn. 1.9 1.5 18.9 53.6 24.1
Men through age 35 .......c.oiiiiiiiiii e .5 2.3 5.0 31.2 60.9
Less than a high school diploma . A 7.3 10.0 39.0 43.5
High school graduates, no college ..................... .6 1.9 5.8 31.9 59.8
Less than a bachelor’s degree .......................... 1 1.7 2.0 25.0 71.1
Bachelor's degree or more .............ccooveevneiinnnnnn, 1.4 .0 1.1 29.4 68.1
Women through age 35 ........ccooviiiiiiiiiiiiicee, .8 3.5 8.9 35.0 51.7
Less than a high school diploma . 4.0 115 20.4 38.9 25.3
High school graduates, no college .. .6 3.3 9.1 35.6 51.4
Less than a bachelor’s degree .... 1 1.4 4.0 32.0 62.5
Bachelor's degree or more .............cccoveeveiinnnn. 7 1.0 8.1 35.1 55.1
! Estimates are not presented for these categories because most 2 Estimates are not presented because most sample members in this
sample members had not been out of school long enough to hold a job education category are not yet out of school.
of this length.
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Duration of employment relationship with a single employer, for longest held job from first time left school to
age 35—by age, race, Hispanic or Latino ethnicity, and educational attainment

Duration of longest employment relationship

Age and characteristic No job More than More than
Less than 1 year but less 2 years but less 5 years or
1year than 2 years than 5 years more
Through age 20
White (Non-Hispanic) ...........coociviiiiiiiiiiiniennns 6.7 56.9 31.5 4.9 ®
Less than a high school diploma ....................... 10.5 58.3 25.2 6.1 ®
High school graduates, no college ..................... 6.0 55.5 33.6 4.9 ®
Less than a bachelor’s degree .... ® ® ® ® ®
Bachelor’'s degree or more ..... ® ® ® ® ®
Black (non-Hispanic) ........ 25.1 58.4 14.3 2.2 ®
Less than a high school diploma . . 25.7 56.7 13.2 4.4 ®
High school graduates, no college ..................... 24.6 58.6 15.1 1.7 ®
Less than a bachelor's degree ..............cc.c.ceeenee ® ® ® ® ®
Bachelor's degree or more ...........coeeevevieinennnnnnns ® ® ® ® ®
Hispanic or Latino ..........covvvviiiiiiiiiiiiiiicineeieeas 12.7 60.9 22.3 4.2 ®)
Less than a high school diploma . 16.0 56.0 19.5 8.5 ®
High school graduates, no college . 10.9 62.3 24.4 2.4 ®
Less than a bachelor’s degree ............c....c.. ® ® ® ® ®
Bachelor's degree or more ...........ccocoveevevnennannnns ®) ®) ®) ®) ®)
Through age 25
White (NoN-HiSPanNIC) .......c.cceuviiiiiiiiiiiiiiicee, 1.3 17.6 29.1 43.2 8.8
Less than a high school diploma . 2.3 23.3 26.5 41.7 6.2
High school graduates, no college .. 1.0 13.4 235 47.6 14.4
Less than a bachelor’s degree .... . 2.3 16.5 375 44.6 4
Bachelor's degree or more .............ccooveevneiinnnnnn, 2.4 37.9 43.4 16.2 ®
Black (non-Hispanic) ............ccvviiniiiiiiiieiineienes 5.7 27.5 30.2 31.0 5.7
Less than a high school diploma ....................... 11.0 37.8 23.3 21.5 6.5
High school graduates, no college 4.6 23.6 29.9 34.9 7.0
Less than a bachelor’s degree .... . 5.2 26.9 33.8 32.3 1.8
Bachelor's degree or more .............cccoveeviiinnnnnn, ®) ®) ®) ®) ®)
Hispanic or Latino ...........ccoocviviiiniiiiniiii 2.2 22.3 24.7 43.6 7.4
Less than a high school diploma ....................... 3.2 32.5 18.0 38.7 7.7
High school graduates, no college ..................... 1.6 19.1 33.0 45.5 9.8
Less than a bachelor’s degree .... 2.2 18.2 28.9 50.8 .0
Bachelor’'s degree or more ..... ®) ®) ®) ®) ®)
Through age 30
White (NoNn-HiSPanic) ..........coeevieniiiiiiiiiceen, .5 4.5 13.0 45.2 36.8
Less than a high school diploma . .8 11.5 17.6 47.8 22.2
High school graduates, no college 4 4.3 13.4 42.4 39.5
Less than a bachelor's degree ..............cc.c.eeenee .9 2.6 10.0 46.4 41.0
Bachelor's degree or more ...........coevvivieinennnennns 1.7 3.5 12.9 52.3 29.7
Black (NON-HIiSPaNIC) .........vvvviiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiicieieaans 3.1 12.7 18.3 40.3 25.6
Less than a high school diploma . 6.5 25.3 23.3 27.0 18.0
High school graduates, no college . 2.8 111 19.3 41.5 25.3
Less than a bachelor’s degree ............c....c.. 1.4 9.3 12.8 44.6 31.9
Bachelor's degree or more ...........ccocoveeevnennnnnes 1.7 2.2 10.2 55.0 30.9
Hispanic or Latino ...........cocoviiiiiiiiiiiicceeeees 1.8 9.1 13.5 44.2 31.4
Less than a high school diploma . 2.5 18.7 15.8 39.6 23.4
High school graduates, no college .. 1.3 7.6 12.8 43.7 34.5
Less than a bachelor’s degree .... . 1.2 4 12.0 47.1 39.3
Bachelor's degree or more .............ccooveevneiinnnnnn, ®) ®) ®) ®) ©)
Through age 35
White (Non-HiSpanic) ...........coceiviiiiiiiiiiiiiiieiins 4 1.9 5.7 32.6 59.4
Less than a high school diploma ....................... .6 6.0 13.9 29.7 29.7
High school graduates, no college .5 2.0 5.8 31.6 60.0
Less than a bachelor’'s degree .... . .5 1.4 2.6 31.3 64.2
Bachelor's degree or more .............cccooeeviiinnnnen, 1.2 1 3.8 31.8 62.4
See notes at end of table.
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\Table I Continued—Duration of employment relationship with a single employer, for longest held job from first time
left school to age 35—by age, race, Hispanic or Latino ethnicity, and educational attainment

Duration of longest employment relationship
Age and characteristic No job More than More than
Less than 1 year but less 2 years but less 5 years or
1year than 2 years than 5 years more
Black (non-Hispanic) 1.7 7.1 13.8 34.0 43.4
Less than a high school diploma 4.6 18.0 18.9 34.7 23.9
High school graduates, no college .. 1.5 5.5 15.2 35.0 42.7
Less than a bachelor’s degree ............c....c.. .0 4.2 7.3 29.4 59.1
Bachelor's degree or more ...........ccocovevevninnnnnnes .0 .0 4.5 37.6 58.0
Hispanic or Latino ...........cocooviviiiiiiiiiiiiciceeeeas 1.5 4.4 6.7 345 52.9
Less than a high school diploma ....................... 2.5 9.6 12.0 39.5 36.4
High school graduates, no college ..................... 1.1 4.1 6.1 33.0 55.7
Less than a bachelor’s degree .......................... 2.0 4 3.0 31.8 63.2
Bachelor's degree or more .............ccooveevneiinnnnnn, ®) ®) ®) ®) ©)

1 Estimates are not presented for these categories because most
sample members had not been out of school long enough to hold a job of
this length.

2 Estimates are not presented because most sample members in this
education category are not yet out of school.
3 Estimates are not presented because cell size is less than 50.

their 20th birthday, 27 percent of black dropouts and 24
percent of blackswith ahigh school degree had never held
ajob. By their 25th birthday, 11 percent of black dropouts
had yet to hold a job, compared with 6 percent of blacks
with ahigh school degree. By their 35th birthday, 4 percent
of black dropouts had still never held ajob, and lessthan a
quarter had ever held a job for 5 years or more. On the
other hand, lessthan 2 percent of black high school gradu-
ates had never held ajob, and 43 percent had held ajob for
Syearsorlonger. Moreover, at age 35 nearly all blackswith
some college or those with college degrees had held jobs,
and approximately 60 percent had held jobs for 5 years or
more.

A second way to use job duration to study the school-
to-work transition is to look at the tenure of all jobs ever
held, not just the longest job. Table 6 presents a measure
of job mobility or churning by averaging the tenure across
all jobs held sincefirst leaving school. At their 25th birth-
day, 55 percent of the sample changed jobs, on average, at
least once a year, while approximately 7 percent had an
average tenure of 3 years or more. However, even at age
35, nearly a quarter of the sample had average tenure of
lessthan ayear, meaning anontrivial portion of the sample
continued to have arelatively large number of short-dura-
tion jobs as they approached middle age. What is striking
isthat at age 35, half of all dropouts have an averagetenure
across all jobsthat is 1 year or less, while only 10 percent
have averagetenure of 3yearsor more. Whiletable 3 shows
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that the majority of dropouts at some point have held ajob
that lasted morethan 2 years, table 6 indicatesthat for most
dropouts, jobs of long duration are accompanied by many
more jobs of short duration.

Again, the differences in the employment histories of
men and women became apparent with age. At age 25, the
average tenure across all jobs for men and women is
roughly the same: 55 percent of men and 56 percent of
women had average tenurelessthan 1 year, while 6 percent
of men and 7 percent of women had average tenure of more
than 3 years. By age 35, approximately 22 percent of men
had average tenure of less than 1 year, compared with 27
percent of women—and 28 percent of men had average
tenure of more than 3 years, compared with 22 percent of
women. Moreimportantly, thisdifference holdstruefor all
education categories. Even female college graduates con-
sistently have less average tenure than similarly educated
men. While 3 percent of college-educated men have aver-
age tenure of less than 1 year, 13 percent of college-edu-
cated women havethe same. Moreover, 47 percent of these
men have average tenure of more than 3 years, compared
with only 30 percent of college-educated women.

Yearsor jobs until ‘stable employment.” Asalready dem-
onstrated, individuals have a great deal of job mobility in
their first years out of school. Brief and intermittent peri-
ods of employment are common among many young work-
ers, especially those with low levels of education. The



‘Table (M Percentage of individuals who have average tenure across all jobs less than a specific duration
Percent of people with average tenure length of:
To 25th birthday To 30th birthday To 35th birthday
Characteristic More than More than More than
1 year 1 year 1 year
1 year or 3 yearsor| 1yearor 3 years or | 1 year or 3 years or
less but less more less but less more more butless more
than than than
3 years 3 years 3 years
TOtal .oenii 55.3 38.0 6.7 35.4 48.5 16.1 24.2 50.3 25.4
Less than a high school diploma .......... 70.1 25.9 4.0 61.5 31.7 6.8 50.4 40.0 9.7
High school graduates, no college ........ 52.0 39.2 8.8 38.1 46.9 15.1 26.6 50.5 22.9
Less than a bachelor’'s degree ............. 52.2 42.6 5.2 21.7 57.3 21.0 12.9 54.2 32.9
Bachelor's degree or more ................... 64.5 35.0 .5 21.4 56.6 22.0 7.2 53.2 39.6
MeN ..o 55.1 38.6 6.3 33.7 48.9 17.4 22.0 49.7 28.3
Less than a high school diploma .......... 65.2 30.4 4.4 56.9 35.9 7.2 43.5 45.9 10.5
High school graduates, no college ........ 52.1 40.3 7.7 36.7 48.0 15.3 25.0 50.5 24.6
Less than a bachelor’s degree ............. 52.2 41.6 6.2 20.0 55.0 25.0 11.2 49.9 38.9
Bachelor’'s degree or more .... 64.5 34.6 1.0 16.5 57.4 26.0 2.8 50.2 47.0
Women ... 55.6 37.3 7.1 37.2 48.0 14.8 26.5 51.0 22.4
Less than a high school diploma .......... 77.1 19.5 3.4 67.8 26.0 6.2 59.8 31.8 8.5
High school graduates, no college ........ 51.9 38.2 9.9 39.5 45.7 14.8 28.2 50.5 21.3
Less than a bachelor’s degree ............. 52.1 43.4 4.5 23.1 59.2 17.6 14.3 57.9 27.9
Bachelor's degree or more ................... 64.5 35.5 .0 27.9 55.5 16.6 13.0 57.1 29.9
White (non-Hispanic) ..............ccccoooceeennnn. 53.2 40.1 6.7 32.6 49.7 17.7 21.5 50.8 27.8
Less than a high school diploma .......... 68.4 28.6 3.0 58.3 34.8 6.9 46.6 42.7 10.7
High school graduates, no college ........ 49.1 41.6 9.3 35.8 47.4 16.8 24.0 50.9 25.2
Less than a bachelor’'s degree ............. 51.8 43.7 4.5 20.0 58.4 21.6 12.2 53.6 34.3
Bachelor’s degree or more ................... 64.2 35.3 .6 21.0 56.0 22.9 7.4 51.9 40.7
Black (non-Hispanic) ..........c..ccovvvviunienannns 65.4 28.0 6.5 47.4 41.9 10.7 36.3 47.3 16.4
Less than a high school diploma .......... 74.2 19.3 6.5 68.6 23.7 7.7 59.3 32.0 8.7
High school graduates, no college ........ 64.5 29.0 6.5 49.2 42.2 8.7 38.5 47.3 14.3
Less than a bachelor’s degree . 59.7 325 7.8 30.7 52.6 16.7 17.6 57.7 24.7
Bachelor’'s degree or more .... ® ®) ® 22.6 57.2 20.2 9.1 57.7 33.2
Hispanic or Latino ........................ 57.4 34.6 8.0 40.9 49.0 11.2 27.8 52.5 19.7
Less than a high school diploma .......... 70.1 24.4 5.5 64.0 30.9 5.1 51.9 41.5 6.6
High school graduates, no college ........ 56.4 35.3 8.3 38.7 51.5 9.7 26.5 54.8 18.7
Less than a bachelor’s degree ............. 39.9 48.2 11.9 20.0 58.0 22.0 9.1 53.4 37.5
Bachelor’'s degree or more ................... ® Q] ® ® Q] ® Q] Q] ®
* Estimates are not presented because cell size is less than 50.

guestion remains: how long does it take for young work-
ersto find stable employment or alonger-term employment
relationship?

Table 7 presents the median number of years from first
leaving school until aworker holds ajob for either 1, 3, or 5
years. Comparing thefour school-leaving groups, it isappar-
ent that the transition from school to work was quicker as
education increased. For example, the median high school
dropout took more than 3 years to start ajob that would last
afull year, and nearly 1lyears before they started a job that
would last 3 years. Because lessthan 50 percent of the high
school dropout samplehad yet to hold ajobfor 5 yearsat age
35, we cannot determine the median number of years. Incom-
parison, the median high school graduate took 6 years to
start ajob that would last 3 years and 10 years to start one
lasting 5 years. Thosewith acollege degree settled into stable

employment much more quickly; within ayear and ahalf they
started ajob that would last 3 years—and lessthan 4 yearsto
start ajob that would last 5 years.

In other words, the median high school dropout started a
job that would last 3 years at age 29; the median high school
graduate, at age 24; and the median college graduate, age 26.
In addition, the median high school dropout had yet to hold a
job lasting 5 years by age 35, while a high school graduate
started one at age 28. A college graduate started ajob lasting
5 years at age 27. It appears that high school graduates are
able to use the general skills gained in high school to obtain
additional on-the-job skills. Whilethisarticle doesnot analyze
the wage potential of jobs and cannot determine if the career
pathsaresimilar, the median high school graduate started jobs
of asignificant duration—>5 years—at approximately the same
age as the median college graduate.
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\Table I Median number of years between leaving school for the first time and starting a job that lasts a set amount of
time, to age 35, 1978-2002
Median number of years between leaving school for the first
time and starting a job that will last at least:
Characteristic
1 year 3 years 5 years or more
TOAl L.ee s .9 4.6 9.2
Less than a high school diploma ............cooiiiiiiiiiis 3.3 10.8 ®
High school graduates, no college ..........cooevviiiiiiiiiiiiienens 1.3 5.8 10.1
Less than a bachelor's degree ............ccooveviiiiiiiiniin, .5 2.7 5.0
Bachelor's degree OF MOIE ........c.ovuniiniiiiiiiee e .2 1.3 3.5
MEN oo .8 4.1 8.0
Less than a high school diploma . 2.3 7.6 ®
High school graduates, no college 1.2 5.4 9.1
Less than a bachelor’'s degree .... 4 2.5 4.1
Bachelor's degree or MOre ...........ccovvviiiiiiiiiiiiiiiic e, 1 1.0 2.3
WOMEBN .ot 1.0 5.3 10.9
Less than a high school diploma .........c....ccoeiiiiiiiii, 5.9 14.9 ®
High school graduates, no college ..........ccocovveiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiinennes 1.3 6.4 11.7
Less than a bachelor's degree ............cccoociiiiiiiiiiiiii, .5 3.0 5.9
Bachelor's degree or MOre ...........covivuviiiiiiiiiiieeiic e .2 2.5 5.4
White (NON-HISPANIC) .....cvvuiiiiiiiiiiii e .8 4.1 8.1
Less than a high school diploma ..... 2.9 8.7 ®
High school graduates, no college 1.0 5.3 9.2
Less than a bachelor's degree ........ooovvviiiiiiiiiiiieees 4 2.6 4.7
Bachelor's degree or MOTe .........c..oviiiiiiiiiiiiieiiee e i 1.3 3.3
Black (NON-HISPANIC) ......uietiiiiiiiieie e 2.3 8.0 ®
Less than a high school diploma ............cooiiiiiiiiiis 6.2 ® ®
High school graduates, no college ..........cooevviiiiiiiiiiiiiinneans 3.1 9.1 ®
Less than a bachelor's degree ............ccoovvviiiiiiiiniii, .9 3.8 6.5
Bachelor's degree OF MOIE ........c.vvuuiiniiiiiiiie e .3 1.9 3.2
HISPaNIiC OF LatiNO ......c.iieiiiiii e 1.5 5.7 10.5
Less than a high school diploma ............covviiiiiiiiiiis 4.0 10.5 1)
High school graduates, no college ............coovvviiiiiiiiiniiinii, 1.8 6.2 10.3
Less than a bachelor's degree ...........ccooooviiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiies .2 .2 4.9
Bachelor's degree OF MOKE .......iviiiiii e ® ® ®
1 Estimates are not presented because less than 50 percent of the 2 Estimates are not presented because cell size is less than 50.
sample had held a job of this length.

Female dropouts took longer to find stable employment
than male dropouts. It took the median female dropout ap-
proximately twice as long to hold jobs lasting 1 or 3 years
than male dropouts; 5.9 yearsversus 2.3 yearsbefore starting
ajob that would last 1 year; and 14.9 years versus 7.6 years
before starting a job that would last 3 years. While women
with a college education started a job that lasted at least 1
year at the same time as similarly educated men, it took them
significantly longer to start ajob that lasted 5 years (5.4 years
versus 2.3 years).

Compared with whites and Hispanics or Latinos, blacks
fared poorly in the labor market. At their 35th birthday, more
than 50 percent of both black high school dropoutsand gradu-
ateshad never held ajob for 5 yearsor more, and morethan 50
percent of black dropouts had never held ajob lasting at | east
3years. It took white dropouts nearly 9 years to start a job
that would last 3 years, while Hispanic or Latino dropouts
took morethan 10 years. In comparison, white college gradu-
ates started ajob that would last 3 years approximately 1 year
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after leaving school; blacks with a college degree took ap-
proximately 1 extra year—but started a job lasting at least 3
years the same time as whites did.

Similar patterns existed for the median number of jobs held
from time first left school until workers settled into stable em-
ployment. (Seetable 8.) In all cases, measuring number of
jobs held from first leaving school until starting a job that
lasted 1, 3, or 5years, college graduates made thetransitionto
stable employment with the least amount of churning or job
shopping. A high school dropout, on the other hand, seems
to do a fair amount of churning. The median high school
dropout held two jobs before starting ajob that lasted 1 year
and held five jobs before starting ajob that lasted 3 years. A
high school graduate, in comparison, held onejob before hol d-
ing ajob for 1 year and five jobs before holding ajob for 5
years. Finally, those with a college degree or more found a
long-lasting job withrelatively littlejob shopping or churning.
Collegegraduatesheld only two jobs before starting ajob that
lasted 5 years or more.



‘Table M Median number of jobs held between leaving school for the first time and starting a job that will last a set

amount of time, to age 35, 1978-2002

Median number of jobs held between leaving school for the first
time and starting a job that will last at least:

Characteristic

1 year 3 years 5 years or more

TOAl L.ee s
Less than a high school diploma .......
High school graduates, no college
Less than a bachelor’s degree ..........
Bachelor's degree OF MOIE ........c.ovuniiniiiiiiiee e

Less than a high school diploma .......
High school graduates, no college
Less than a bachelor’s degree ..........

Bachelor's degree or MOre ...........ccovvviiiiiiiiiiiiiiiic e,

WOMEBN .t
Less than a high school diploma .........c....ccoeiiiiiiiii,
High school graduates, no college ..........ccocovveiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiinennes
Less than a bachelor's degree ..........ooovvviiiiiiiiiiiiiies
Bachelor's degree or MOre ...........covivuviiiiiiiiiiieeiic e

White (NON-HISPANIC) .....cvvuiiiiiiiiiiii e
Less than a high school diploma ..........ccccocoiiiiiiiii,
High school graduates, no college .............ccoooeviiiiiiiiniinnin,
Less than a bachelor's degree ........ooovvviiiiiiiiiiiieees
Bachelor’'s degree or more ..........

Black (non-Hispanic) .............cccoeeeunes
Less than a high school diploma .......
High school graduates, no college
Less than a bachelor’s degree ..........

Bachelor's degree OF MOIE ........c.vvuuiiniiiiiiiie e

HISPANIC ...t
Less than a high school diploma .......
High school graduates, no college
Less than a bachelor’s degree ..........
Bachelor's degree OF MOKE .......iviiiiii e

—
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1 Estimates are not presented because less than 50 percent of the
sample had held a job of this length.

2 Estimates are not presented because cell size is less than 50.

ITTAKESAPPROXIMATELY 5YEARS after leaving school for thefirst
time before the average worker startsajob that will last 3 years.
However, college graduatesfound stable, long-term employment
amost immediately, while high school dropouts continued to
have many short-termjobs 15 yearsafter leaving school. By age
35, morethan 62 percent of college graduates had held ajob for
more than 5 years; at the median, this group had started their
career job less than 4 years after leaving school. In contrast,
most high school dropouts took many years to overcome their

Notes

lack of skills: at age 35, only 36 percent of them had held ajobfor
more than 5 years, and more than 50 percent had an average
tenure of 1 year or less. The data also show significant differ-
ences by sex and race in the work experiences of individuals
between the end of schooling and age 35. While many of the
racial differences becomeinsignificant with increasesin educa-
tion, thedisparity between men and women oftenremain. Across
both genders and all races, increases in education smooth the
transition from school to work. O

! See, for example, Report by the Commission on the skills of the
American Workforce, 1990.
2 See, for example, Robert H. Topel and Michael P. Ward, “Job

Mobility and the Careers of Young Men,” The Quarterly Journal of
Economics, May 1992, pp. 439-479; Boyan Jovanovic, “Job Match-

ing and the Theory of Turnover,” Journal of Political Economy, May
1979, pp. 972-990; William R. Johnson, “The Theory of Job Shop-
ping,” The Quarterly Journal of Economics, May 1978, pp. 261-278.

3 Jacob Alex Klerman and Lynn A. Karoly, “Young Men and the
Transition to Stable Employment,” Monthly Labor Review, August 1994,
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pp. 31-48; Jonathan R. Veum and Andrea B. Weiss, “ Education and the
Work Histories of Young Adults,” Monthly Labor Review, April 1994,
pp. 11-20.

* Rosella Gareecki and David B. Neumark, “Order from Chaos? The
Effects of Early Labor Market Experiences on Adult Labor Market
Outcomes,” Industrial and Labor Relations Review, January 1998, pp.
299-322; and Audry Light, Kathleen McGarry, “Job Change Patterns
and the Wages of Y oung Men,” The Review of Economics and Statistics,
May 1998, pp. 276-286.

5 |If we do not restrict the sample to these birth cohorts, only indi-
viduals who had not exited school before 1978 would be included in the
1957 to 1960 sample. As a result, the sample including all cohorts
would have a much higher percentage of college graduates and a lower
percentage of high school dropouts.

5 An individual must be out of school for 12 consecutive months
before their education status is determined. However, once that 12-
month period has been reached, jobs and duration are measured retroac-
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tively from the beginning of the 12 months, that is, from the very first
week they left school.

"To account for individualswho initially overstate their educational
attainment, the highest degrees are compared to questions, asked in
1998 and afterwards, of highest degree ever earned and the date these
degrees were obtained. Approximately 100 individuals were reassigned
to lower categories based on their answers to this question.

8 Approximately 3 percent of the sample was still attending school
at their 35th birthday. However, much of this schooling appears to be
a use of leisure time as compared to the pursuit of a degree. These
individuals are characterized by intermittent school attendance, taking
only afew credits, and never completing any additional degree.

 All comparisons are statistically significant.

10 According to the Current Population Survey (CPs) at the Bureau of
Labor Statistics, 64 percent of women with children under age 6 werein
the civilian labor force in 2003, as were 72 percent of women with
children under age 18.





