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To foster equality, education shouldn’t just pave the way from one academic level to the next, nor 
should its sole aim be to promote academic success. An equitable education system also enables 
individuals to return to school at different times in their lives, and for any number of reasons. A young 
person who dropped out may wish to finish their studies. A young unemployed adult may wish to 
retrain in a given field. A worker may desire a promotion that requires postsecondary training. Indeed, 
there are almost as many reasons for returning to school as there are adult returners. If the reasons 
for returning are multivariate, the day-to-day time organization needed for studies is just as 
remarkable. Nevertheless, it is possible to distinguish typical situations: returning to school after 
having obtained a first degree, dropping out without completing a program, and so on.  
 

This paper will focus in particular on interrupted educational pathways, in a bid to understand what 
causes adults — both those who complete their initial programs and those who drop out — to return 
to postsecondary studies. More specifically, we will attempt to answer two questions: 

1. When is the return to postsecondary education most common? 
2. What factors influence adults to resume postsecondary studies? 

 
Our approach is based on statistical analyses that monitor a student cohort’s educational pathways 
over successive semesters, thus enabling us to identify the points of exit and return. 
 

The studies consulted in this report would indicate that the flexible measures implemented to facilitate 
adult access to higher education have had positive results: adult participation in postsecondary studies 
has increased over the years. In most cases, adult returners do so either to complete an unfinished 
program or to embark upon a new one. The main advantage of the flexible measures is their ability to 
correct — or at least improve — the educational pathways of socially disadvantaged youth (a category 
that includes youth who, due to inadequate training for job market entry, become at risk of being so). 
Based on recent data, we aim to determine if the return to school among young Canadians varies in 
relation to the time variable, and to what extent it may be influenced by previous education, 
sociodemographic characteristics and living conditions.  
 
Methodological signposts 
This study uses data from the Youth in Transition Survey (YITS), a study jointly conducted by 
Statistics Canada and Human Resources and Skills Development Canada. The YITS questionnaires 
gathered data on significant aspects of the lives of young people, largely regarding their periods of 
education or employment. The data was then used to study a number of important transitions that 
can occur at this time of life, such as finishing high school, embarking on postsecondary studies, 
obtaining a first job, leaving home, and so on. The questionnaires also collected data on the factors 
liable to affect these transitions, some of which — including family background and previous 
educational experience — are “objective,” others of which (aspirations, expectations, and so on) are 
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seen as “subjective”. Given the purpose of this paper, our analysis will focus on the return to school 
after either a first degree or dropping out of a postsecondary program. The observation period covers 
the years 1999 to 2005. 
 

The approach adopted here is longitudinal analysis, which is used to study transitions from one state 
to another within a given state space. Within the context of the present study, we are interested in 
examining how university students move from the state of having left a postsecondary program to 
that of being a student in a new one. 
 

As a first approximation, we can describe the sample using frequency distributions at different 
periods, e.g. every year or two years, as one would do when juxtaposing frequency tables obtained 
from a series of successive samples. If proportions are interpreted as probabilities (as is often done), 
we see that the cumulative probability of having left the program increases over time. By cross-
tabulating data — for instance, calculating these ratios by gender — we can see whether or not men 
and women leave their programs at the same rate. But the context of a longitudinal analysis, the use 
of cross-tabulation quickly reaches its limits, just as it does in cross-sectional analysis. To study the 
links between multiple characteristics, therefore, it is necessary to use statistical models for 
multivariate regression analysis.  
 

Our investigation focused on the return to postsecondary studies among adult students who had 
obtained or failed to obtain a first degree. In methodological terms, young people become “at risk” of 
returning to school two terms after first leaving (with or without diploma). They were no longer “at 
risk” once they started a new program or ceased being under observation while still out of school (i.e. 
at the end of the period covered by Cycle 4). An individual who returned to school left the at-risk 
group by changing his or her status from leaver to student; an individual who stopped being observed 
while still out of school left the at-risk group without changing states. 
 

The phenomenon of returning to school has been little studied; we do not yet know enough about it 
to put forth strong a priori assumptions. It is conceivable that the risk of returning to school varies 
depending on the time elapsed since school was last attended. As such, it is never quite the same 
during each semester that follows the interruption. Additionally, we cannot assume that the effects of 
the factors behind a return to school remain unchanging with the passage of time since leaving.  
 
Conclusions from the analyses 
We will focus on the effects of the factors that seem the most pertinent, i.e. previous program level, 
sociodemographic characteristics (parents’ educational capital, conjugal status, having had children or 
not), and living conditions (job status, hours worked per week, work pattern, job skill level and 
income levels according to work pattern/worker category). 
 

Returning to school is more common among leavers than among graduates. Among those who had 
left their studies for over two semesters, nearly 20% of graduates and 30% of leavers went back to 
school during the ensuing two semesters. In the fifth semester (seven semesters after leaving), the 
percentages were at around 30% and 50% respectively. The two groups continued to show a 
difference until the end of the observation period. 11 semesters later, or six years after leaving 
studies, the percentage of returners had reached 45% among graduates and 66% among leavers. 
 

Regarding the chosen program level, graduates were more likely to resume their studies in a 
university program, particularly when the return occurred earlier rather than later, while leavers 
showed a stronger tendency to resume studies in a vocational program. 
 

The results showed that returning to school can vary significantly depending on the time elapsed since 
leaving. Most who left (whether through graduation or interruption) were likely to return between the 
first and third semester during the period when they were considered “at risk” of returning to school 
— i.e. between the third and the fifth semester following the semester preceding the interruption. 
Thus, a preliminary finding is that returns are most likely in the two semesters following the cessation 
of studies; the longer the interruption, the less likely the return. 
 

The second finding is that returning to school is significantly influenced by previous schooling. Youth 
who left school without obtaining their degree return in greater numbers than graduates. Returns are 
also more common, generally speaking, among those who were previously enrolled in a university or 
pre-university program. Among them, graduates were more likely to re-enrol in a university or pre-
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university program, while leavers (those who left their programs without obtaining a degree) were as 
likely to enter a vocational as a university program.  
 

The third finding is that there exists a significant relationship between an individual’s demographic 
characteristics, his or her living conditions and the decision to return to school. 
 

Firstly, the results indicate that two variables exert a significant influence on the likelihood of 
returning to school: parents’ educational capital, and conjugal status. Having a parent or parents with 
a university degree fostered the return to school whether the individual had initially graduated or 
dropped out. The positive influence of parental educational capital corroborates the idea that 
returning to school is less likely among socially disadvantaged groups, who were also more willing to 
interrupt their studies (Marcus, 1986). Living with a partner also reduces the likelihood of returning to 
school.  
 

Secondly, as regards occupation and living conditions, being employed during the interruption period 
reduced the probability of returning, though it rather depended on type of employment. Indeed, the 
results indicate a significant relationship between job duration, wages and the number of hours 
worked per week. Specifically, those who had comparatively good working conditions — i.e. a 
relatively well-paid permanent job — as well as those working 25 hours or more per week were less 
likely to return to school, a finding supported by previous studies, including that of Marcus (1986). 
One could argue that returning to school is associated with the aim of acquiring additional human 
capital to increase the chances of accessing a desired job or improved working conditions. 
 

Lastly, a number of differences were noted between the provinces. Among university graduates, the 
rate of returning to school was higher in Quebec, while resuming studies in a vocational program is 
higher in the Prairies. 
 

The significance of our study bears on two main aspects. The first is that, from a purely descriptive 
standpoint, it underscores the growing numbers of adult returners. In this respect, returns are doubly 
advantaged in that they achieve complementary objectives: they enhance the democratization of 
education, and they enable adults to update their knowledge and skills in key labour market sectors.  
 
Secondly, in highlighting the complexity and transformation of today’s educational pathways, the 
study alerts policy makers and administrators to the need to consider new contingents of adult 
students when developing educational policies and vocational spheres.  
 

However, our findings must be qualified, since the study is limited to a sample of young adults aged 
24–26, whereas we know that older adults also return to school. Moreover, the YITS covered a 
relatively short period. In other respects, due to lack of data, the study was limited in its ability to 
profile student returners, and unable to address the reasons that propel adults to return to school 
after an interruption.  
 

To better understand the complexity of the phenomenon, future research should expand the analysis 
of older adults (26 and up) to cover a longer period and investigate their motivations for returning to 
school. 
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