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The objective of this article is to propose, on the basis of economic theory, a
conceptual framework for the analysis of the behaviour of agents involved in school-to-work
transition. The basic assumption is that school-to-work transition is a strategic process. In
this framework, different observable behaviours can be explained. Two main results are
obtained. First, I propose an optimal strategy of school-to-work transition. By contrast, the
principles of this reference strategy can explain some causes of failure in observable
school-to-work transition processes. Secondly, school-to-work transition depends crucially on
meta-functional recruitment criteria. For educational and vocational guidance, this implies
that meta-functional criteria implemented on the labour market should be systematically
taken into account, and that considering individual meta-functional pro les is crucial.
ABSTRACT

Introduction
The way in which young people’s individual access to employment is analysed
depends to a large extent on our conception of the principles governing the general
process of school-to-work transition. There are four main conceptions.
According to the determinist approach, the methods and success of a person’s
school-to-work transition are dictated by that person’s family and social background.
According to the random approach (Glover & King, 1997; Heckman, 1997),
transition pathways are largely due to chance, and people’s decisions have only a
marginal impact. For instance, when they embarked on their studies, today’s
computer linguists could not have foreseen this occupational opportunity which did
not exist at that time.
Separate from the random approach is the chaotic approach (Gardecki & Neumark, 1998), according to which the gain in predictability that the underlying
determinist order might have brought about is cancelled out by the major impact of
early experiences (butter y effect).
Lastly, the hypothesis of the strategic approach is that the school-to-work transition process is largely explained by people’s decisions. In the strategic approach,
the whole transitional process can be analysed as the expression of intentional
choices of the agent. School-to-work transition constitutes then an organised process
conducted by the agent in order to have access to a job. The behaviour of the agent
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is strategic in the sense that the agent has to adapt to the behaviours of other agents.
There is obviously an element of market adaptation in these decisions: people
looking for employment have to take into account the behaviours of employers, of
other candidates for employment, of the public authorities, of labour market
intermediaries and of unions. The agent has to be able to select the solutions that
he/she thinks to be the best, given the limited information at his/her disposal in a
context of complexity and uncertainty. The agent has to be able to plan, and to
adjust to new conditions as to the unforeseen.
However, the strategic approach does not assume that the agent is omnipotent,
omniscient or infallible. Nor does it assume that the agent is isolated: the choices of
a person are necessarily in uenced by this person’s own social history and environment.
On its own, the strategic approach undoubtedly cannot explain all individual
school-to-work transition processes. It can claim, therefore, to take account of only
part of reality. At the same time it is the most interesting in terms of action. If
school-to-work transition is socially predetermined or purely random, its determinants by de nition lie outside people’s control. When the school-to-work transition
process is strategic, individuals are again in the driving seat and are responsible for
their own transitional process. It is this approach that is of interest here.
Traditionally, the strategic version of school-to-work transition can be broken
down into two variants which link choices of training and occupational targets in an
inverse manner.
In the  rst utilitarian variant, people  rst choose an occupational target and then
deduce the type of training that they need to acquire from this target. In the second
hedonistic variant, however, people  rst choose the training and only thereafter
deduce the occupational target from that training. For instance, in the hedonistic
variant, the agent can choose a training associated with the lowest risk of academic
failure, even if there is no demand on the labour market for the corresponding skills
(Rochat & Demeulemeester, 2001). A common feature of these two variants is their
focus on the functions to be carried out and the functional competences to be
acquired. The pertinence of essentially functional approaches is questioned, however, when viewed from the point of view of economic theories of school-to-work
transition.
The objective of this article is to emphasise that in order to be ef cient, individual
strategies for school-to-work transition have to take account of meta-functional
determinants, which modi es the role of the institutions of educational and vocational guidance and counselling.
The case for individual school-to-work transition strategies is linked to the debate
about the post-16 decision-making process, which it places in a more general
perspective. The question of post-16 decision making itself has already been abundantly studied. The relevant literature analyses a set of behaviours, among which
mainly the decision to enroll in post-compulsory studies (Bennet et al., 1992;
Stallmann et al., 1993; Kane, 1995; Wetzel et al., 1998); the choice of an institution
(Hossler et al., 1989; Lankford & Wyckoff, 1992; Leppel, 1993; Weiler, 1994; 1996;
Hilmer, 1998; DesJardins et al., 1999); the decision to work while studying (Ehren-
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berg & Sherman, 1987; Demeulemeester & Rochat, 2000; Light, 2001); and the
decision to complete the training or to drop out (Catsiapis, 1987; Manski, 1989;
Whit eld & Wilson, 1991; Betts & McFarland, 1995; Keane & Wolpin, 1997; Rees
& Mocan, 1997; Wolter, 2000).
But some important aspects of school-to-work transition behaviours are absent in
this literature. It is the case of informal learning, of pluri-curricula (a student following
several curricula simultaneously or successively) and of the combination of formal
education and on-the-job training, as for example in the German dual system, the
US classroom training and the French ‘formation en alternance’. The available
literature analyses the institutional organisation of these systems, but not the logic of
the agents’ choices nor the underlying individual rationality.
In the same way, little has been said about an economic interpretation of
‘dilettante’ or ‘tourist’ students that are not really implicated in their studies,
although this is an important phenomenon in the  rst year of higher education.
Another important phenomenon is the demand for certi cation based on acquired
professional experience, about which one can wonder what place it occupies in the
global logic of school-to-work individual strategy. Last but not least, the literature
based on economic theory has paid very little attention to the role of educational and
vocational guidance and counselling, while this is obviously an essential question in
the  eld of school-to-work transition.
Therefore, the purpose of this article is to propose an interpretation of all these
behaviours. This interpretation is based on a coherent common logic, in a global
framework where these different behaviours can be articulated.
The objective is also to keep at a distance an excessively strict neoclassical
approach, which would surely be unable to account for reality. In most strictly
neoclassical approaches, the agents are perfectly informed and act rationally without
any error in a universe without any historical or institutional dimension, but with
equal access to information and to resources. The role of the family and institutional
context is ignored as are inequalities in the access to information, to autonomy of
decision and to psychological maturity. No attention is paid to social determinism
or to hazard in individual destinies. The approach adopted here is quite different
and aims to take all these aspects into account so as to propose a more comprehensive and more realistic scheme of the economic logic of individual behaviours in the
 eld of school-to-work transition strategies.
The  rst part of the article presents the theoretical framework. In the second part,
implications are derived for agents involved in school-to-work transition processes
and for institutions of guidance and counselling.
Theoretical Framework
The analysis is based on a dynamic optimisation micro-economic model (Tchibozo,
2001). Optimisation models determine schemes for rational choice of the best
among a set of options. Dynamic optimisation takes account of the stages of the
choice process. Dynamic optimisation methods were  rst developed by Bellman
(1957).
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In this framework, the agent starts his/her school-to-work transition by de ning a
two-period strategy: the  rst period is devoted to complementary training, and the
second to job searching. The agent devises his/her transitional strategy self-relying or
in interaction with his/her family or institutional environment (guidance counsellors,
teachers, etc.). The agent can devise his/her strategy at any time during or after the
initial education and training, especially after a  rst experience of job searching. The
date of the strategic construction can differ from one individual to an other: for
instance, an agent can reach decisional autonomy or the capacity and maturity
necessary to design a strategy later than another. Therefore, optimality implies that
the agent should  rst determine the best  nal position to be reached and then
deduce the best corresponding initial option to choose.

Final Optimum. In the  nal period, the goal of the agent is to be recruited. To reach this
goal, the agent has  rst to list and characterise available positions on the job market; then
the agent clari es his/her preferences regarding the characteristics of the jobs and,  nally, on
the basis of these preferences, selects the optimal position to target.
Identi cation and characterisation of available positions. The agent has  rst to list
available positions on the job market. These positions can be gathered by types, each
group being characterised by the relative recruitment criteria. Economic theories of
school-to-work transition explain that recruitment criteria are far from being exclusively related to the content of the functions to be carried out.
(a) Meta-functional criteria. Economic theories of school-to-work transition differ
from economic employment and unemployment theories in that the former are
particularly oriented towards the speci c question of the articulation between initial
education and work, and towards the  rst entry of inexperienced young people on
the labour market. From the start in the 1960s, economic theories of school-to-work
transition have for the last 30 or so years highlighted several criteria likely to have a
key impact on occupational integration. There are six main criteria.
Historically, the analysis of occupational integration initially concerned the heterodox, and in particular Marxist, economy. At the beginning of the 1970s, the
attitude theory (Gintis, 1971; Bowles & Gintis, 1976) stressed the notion that
recruiters set most store by the personality and behaviour of candidates for recruitment and tend to give priority to candidates presenting such features as courtesy,
punctuality, docility or even the ability to carry out instructions. Lee (1986) gives
empirical evidence. In the 1980s and 1990s, this approach was overtaken by the
French ‘Régulation’ theory (Boyer, 1991) according to which everything is dependent
on the accumulation regime: when the economy moves from Fordism to neo-Fordism,
the attitudes to which recruiters give priority have more to do with the ability to
work in a team, to take responsibility, to take the initiative, to react to the unforeseen
and to be involved in one’s work and in the life of the enterprise. In both analyses,
however, attitudes always condition access to employment.
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Heterodox approaches and in particular the labour market segmentation theory
(Doeringer & Piore, 1971; Reich et al., 1973; Marsden, 1989; Eyraud et al., 1990;
Marsden & Ryan, 1990a, 1990b) also highlighted the role played by the criterion of
stability in employment. Here, it is considered that recruiters will in some cases
(quali cation required widely available in the labour market for a suf ciently low
wage) attach no importance to personnel stability whereas, for other posts, they will
give priority to candidates offering evidence of stability. Stability may be sought for
various reasons. First, replacing an employee means that an enterprise will not
receive a full return on the investment that it has made in training this employee and
will also incur turnover costs, i.e. the costs of recruiting and training the replacement. Second, in posts involving a speci c technology, the acquisition of new
equipment means that personnel have to adapt; this costs less with personnel who
are already in place and using technologically similar equipment than with new
personnel who need to be fully trained. Lastly, for strategic posts, the departure of
an employee means that key information may be passed on to the competitor
enterprise that recruits this employee.
The third important criterion in the process of occupational integration is productivity, highlighted  rst by the  lter theory (Arrow, 1973). According to this approach,
the recruiter’s main concern is to avoid recruiting an employee who is not
suf ciently productive. If, at the time of recruitment, there is no certainty about this
productivity, candidates must at least demonstrate characteristics suggesting that
their productivity is potentially high. Quali cations are then used as an indicator of
productivity.
Quali cations provides no more than an indication, however, and may subsequently be belied. Employers may therefore be tempted to introduce additional
criteria. The signal theory (Spence, 1973) suggests in this respect that recruiters look
at the same time at indices, i.e. at the personal characteristics that candidates cannot
change: gender, age, height, ethnic belonging, for instance. Each recruiter places the
stress on this or that set of indices depending on the post to be  lled, the sector of
activity, the place, etc.
The  fth important criterion from the point of view of access to employment is
adaptability. The job competition theory (Thurow, 1975) considers that recruitment
decisions are shaped by the ability of candidates to adapt to the speci c modes by
which the enterprise functions and to potential changes to these modes. An adaptable worker is in particular able to develop his/her skills in order to cope with
technological change.
In recent years, the theory of statistical discrimination (Sattinger, 1998) has stressed
a sixth key criterion: social involvement. According to this approach, recruiters are
particularly sensitive to the fact that employees are involved in a social life outside
their jobs: family life, involvement in sports associations, trade union work, political
involvement, etc. Not all employers may perceive this social involvement in the same
way. Some employers will see the fact that the employee is married as a positive sign
of their balance and sense of responsibility. Others will see it as a negative sign, since
family ties may mean that employees are less available for the enterprise. In any
event, however, candidates for recruitment need to bear in mind that social involve-
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ment is an issue. They must, in particular,  nd out in advance about the way in
which social involvement is viewed by the enterprise for the post in question.
A feature of all these criteria is that they are independent of the content of the
functions to be carried out. In this sense, I call them meta-functional criteria. The
same meta-functional functional criterion may be required for functionally dissimilar
posts. The speci c feature of meta-functional criteria, moreover, is to ascertain
qualities that are not strictly necessary for the function to be carried out: for
instance, the ability of a restaurant waiter to smile has nothing to do with his or her
ability to clear a table without breaking a stack of plates.
Such criteria are not meta-functional in themselves. Height, for instance, may be
a functional criterion in some jobs (for instance bodyguards) and a meta-functional
criterion in others (for instance accounts clerks). In this respect, the main feature of
the meta-functional criterion is that it is wholly gratuitous in relation to the content
of the functions to be carried out.
(b) Meta-functional characterisation of the available positions. The agent describes the
set of available positions listed on the job market by a positions matrix, of Table I
type. In this positions matrix, each element represents the probability, calculated by
the agent, that the criterion (column) is used to  ll the positions (line). The agent
determines the probabilities by any means that meets his/her convenience: intuition
or any more sophisticated method. In particular, the agent may rely on information
collected in his/her family, at school or in guidance institutions.
Each type of position gathers several positions characterised by the same pro le of
recruitment meta-functional criteria. In Table I, the trades and associated values are
given as  ctitious examples and do not intend to describe the job market reality at
some precise date or place.
Selection of the optimal position to target. Here, the agent has to select the criteria
he/she thinks to be the most favourable for him/her, i.e. the criteria that the agent,
given his/her own pro le, expects to maximise his/her chances to be recruited. These
criteria have to be classi ed, from the most favourable to the least favourable. Then
the agent can select the types of positions that are exclusively or mainly  lled on the
basis of the most favourable criteria. The positions thus selected are the optimal
positions to target.
For instance, an agent can estimate that for him/her, only criterion 1 is favourable.
On the basis of Table I, this agent should determine a list of optimal occupational
targets including at least type 5 positions.
Choice of Optimal Complementary Education and Training Option
In this initial period, the objective is to identify the optimal curriculum of complementary training. This optimal curriculum has to be chosen among a set, the
common characteristic of which is to prepare to functions to be carried out in the
optimal position. Indeed, whatever the position, several curricula can prepare to it.
For example, training for Secretariat can be acquired in an institution or by distant
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learning (and soon on the web), at the university or in specialised schools, in the
country or in another, etc. Therefore, the set of possible curricula is larger as the
number of optimal positions to target is higher.
In this framework, curricula include not only formal education but also apprenticeship, dual system, informal education and on-the-job training. In other words,
the model takes into account school-to-work transition processes with no post-compulsory formal training: for instance, after compulsory schooling, the agent can
choose on-the-job training and enter the labour market directly.
As for the  nal period, the agent proceeds in two stages. He/she  rst identi es and
characterises the possible curricula; then he/she expresses his/her preferences and
selects the optimal curriculum.
Identi cation and characterisation of the possible curricula. The possible curricula
differ by their characteristics. The literature about school-to-work transition distinguishes two categories of training characteristics.
The  rst category includes the training costs and duration and the wage of the job
corresponding to the curriculum. On the one hand, attendance costs matter in the
decision to participate in post-compulsory education and training, and constitute a
signi cant determinant of institutional choice (Weiler, 1996), particularly for lowincome students (Kane, 1995; Wetzel et al., 1998; DesJardins et al., 1999). On the
other hand, low wages do not create incentives for students to continue beyond
compulsory schooling (Stallman et al., 1993).
The link between costs and wages is crucial. First, the job market signalling theory
explains that the agent chooses the pair educational cost/expected wage associated
with the maximum satisfaction. Belman and Heywood (1991), Heywood (1994),
Arkes (1999) and Tyler et al. (2000) give empirical evidence.
Secondly, the human capital theory (Becker, 1964) considers that the agent’s
decision depends mainly on the expected rate of return to education (see for
example Bennett et al., 1992). Psacharopoulos (1993), Fredriksson (1997) and
Wolter (2000), for instance, give empirical evidence. Within the framework of the
human capital theory, the students’ wage expectations may be adaptive (Demeulemeester, 1992): at each period, the agent corrects his/her expectation on the basis of
the last period error. The students’ expectations can also be (quasi)rational (Catsiapis, 1987; Wolter, 2000), which means quite similar to the wages statistically
observed. Expected wages depend on the probabilities of access to employment,
measured on the basis of the unemployment rates (for example Whit eld & Wilson,
1991; Leslie & Drinkwater, 1999): given the nominal wage, the lower the probability
of access to employment (high unemployment rate), the lower the expected wage.
Consequently, the agent increases his/her educational investment when the unemployment rate raises, in order to compensate for the diminishing rate of return by a
larger human capital stock (Betts & McFarland, 1995; Rees & Mocan, 1997).
The second category of training characteristics is related to the institutional
framework of the curricula. The job market segmentation theory shows that the
institutional framework matters. For instance, the professional markets, organised
by the professions, are accessible only to applicants coming from professional
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training institutions. Institutional choice depends on the agent’s preferences. Agents
choose institutions on the basis of different criteria among which, for instance,
selectivity of the institution (Hossler et al., 1989; Hilmer, 1998; DesJardins et al.,
1999); housing and recreational options (Weiler, 1996); reputation of the institution
(Hossler et al., 1989); proximity of the institution (Leppel, 1993; Ordovensky, 1995;
DesJardins et al., 1999); and the characteristics of other students (Lankford &
Wyckoff, 1992).
The agent can therefore establish a curricula matrix describing the possible curricula that prepare to functions to be carried out. The curricula matrix is of Table Il
type. In Table II, the numerical values are given as  ctitious examples and do not
intend to describe a real situation at some precise date or place.
The expected net income synthesises the information relating to costs, duration
and wage associated with a curriculum. The net income of a curriculum is the
difference between the material cost of the curriculum and the total amount of
income this curriculum can generate all along the career. Periods of unemployment
as well as geographical and professional mobility may be taken into account in the
estimation of the total amount of income. The material cost includes direct costs
(registration fees, board and lodging, etc.) and opportunity cost (the income not
earned because of studying). The expected net income has to be divided by the
duration of training, so that curricula of different lengths can be compared. The
expected net income in Table II could thus be calculated on the basis of data in
Table III.The other columns of Table II describe the rating of the institutional
characteristics of the curricula. According to the information at his/her disposal, the
agent rates the curricula for each of their characteristics. For instance, in Table II,
high values represent good reputation and far distance. But an agent preferring to
study near home could rather grant low marks to far off institutions.
Clari cation of preferences and selection of optimal curriculum. The agent clari es
his/her preferences by selecting and classifying the training characteristics that
matter. The optimal curriculum can then be chosen by selecting the best scoring
curriculum with respect to characteristics that matter. For instance, on the basis of
Table II, an agent who considers that only expected value and proximity matter
could choose curricula C4 or C5.
As for the  nal period, several options may be simultaneously optimal, which
means that the agent can rationally decide to follow several curricula simultaneously
or successively. In the same way, the agent may decide to work while studying,
which means that he/she simultaneously looks for formal and on-the-job training in
order to reach the best utility (Ehrenberg & Sherman, 1987). In this sense, in-school
employment appears to be not just a job that pays the rent (Demeulemeester &
Rochat, 2000) and endangers the school-to-work transition process, but on the
contrary a rational and positive accelerator of the process (Light, 2001).
Implications and Scope of the Meta-functional Criteria Approach
If, as the theory suggests, meta-functional criteria play a key role in recruitment
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decisions, ipso facto school-to-work strategies that choose to disregard them are not
pertinent. Here, the utilitarian and hedonistic variants give way to an optimal variant,
where both functional and meta-functional criteria are taken into account.

The Optimal Individual School-to-Work Transition Strategy
The optimal strategy is organised into eight stages. During the  rst stage, the agent
lists the positions available on the job market and identi es the corresponding
meta-functional recruitment criteria. Therefore, the  rst stage for institutions of
educational and vocational guidance and counselling should be to provide the agents
with complete and systematic information on the available positions and especially
on the meta-functional recruitment criteria generally used to  ll these positions.
This implies that guidance counsellors themselves have access to regular and
systematic information on recruitment practices of  rms.
During the second stage, the agent pinpoints the meta-functional criteria that
maximise his/her own chances of being recruited. Being fully aware of these
‘strengths’ may help to minimise the risks of failure. For guidance counsellors or for
jobseekers’ mentors, this second stage should consist in stressing how important it
is to clarify the agent’s meta-functional pro le. This stage should be devoted to
helping the agent in this clari cation, and especially to selecting and classifying the
most favourable criteria for the agent.
The third stage is devoted to selecting the optimal vocational targets, i.e. the
positions probably  lled on the basis of the most favourable criteria. Guidance
counsellors can help the agent in the choice process. They especially can help the
agent to set an optimal list of reasonable size: an excessively short list would limit the
agent’s pathways to employment, and an excessively long list would be of no use
since the agent cannot multiply the curricula. Guidance counsellors should also
provide the agent with in-depth information on the few optimal positions selected.
The fourth stage relates to information on curricula. Several curricula may be
associated with each optimal position. Each curriculum has its own features, in
terms of length, costs and institutional framework (geographical location, entry
selectivity, open or in exible management, etc.). During this stage, the agent gathers
as much information as possible on the characteristics of curricula. Institutions of
guidance and counselling should be able, at this stage, to provide the agent with the
maximum possible information, including on-the-job training, informal education
and the various data necessary to estimate the present value of the expected net
incomes associated with the curricula: annual growth rate of the wages all along the
career, unemployment probabilities all along the career, probabilities and wage
consequences of geographical and professional mobility all along the career, discount rate, etc. Institutions should also be able to help the agents to estimate the
expected net income and to rate the training characteristics.
During the  fth stage, the agent selects and classi es the training characteristics
that he/she feels important. When necessary, guidance institutions should be able to
provide the agents with complementary information and methodological help.
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The sixth stage should be devoted to the selection of the optimal curriculum. The
optimal curriculum will be the best scoring with respect to the training choice
criteria selected by the agent. Here too, guidance institutions should be able to
provide the agents with methodological help when necessary.
During the seventh stage, the agent attends the optimal training. This prepares
him/her functionally for the optimal job. This stage may, for instance, be a period
of higher education following the end of compulsory education. Supplementary
specialist training following a university diploma or degree is another example of
such a seventh stage.
The eighth stage takes place at the end of training, when the agent applies for jobs
that are in keeping with the training he/she has acquired. This stage implies that the
agent has at least reached the minimum age to leave according to the regulation on
compulsory education.
The strategic approach of school-to-work transition is therefore radically modi ed
when account is taken of meta-functional criteria. Therefore, this set of criteria, the
existence of which is normally intuitively perceived, but the place of which in the
overall logic of the transitional process had yet to be clari ed, needs to be systematically integrated.
Towards a Rationality Based Interpretation of Non-linearity in Individual School-to-Work
Transitions
The strategic approach does not mean that school-to-work transition processes are
or have to be linear. On the contrary, since the agent is assumed to be under
uncertainty, his/her choices cannot be determined once and for all, but have to be
continuously adjusted as the available information becomes more precise, as the
labour market and the supply for education and training evolve, and as the agent’s
own preferences change. Under uncertainty, the role of guidance and counselling
institutions should be to accompany this adaptation by providing the agent with
updated information on the labour market, on recruitment criteria, on the education
and training supply. Guidance institutions should also help the agents to pinpoint
the evolution of their own meta-functional pro les and training preferences, and to
improve their choice methods.
Under uncertainty, the agent has  rst to gather the information necessary to make
a decision. When the available information in insuf cient, the agent may decide to
enrol in further education or training, as an experimentation, in order to collect the
missing information. Once this information is obtained, the agent can decide to
complete the training or to drop out. In this sense, reorientations and dropping out
are not necessarily negative but may be considered as part of a rational information
process within the framework of the transition strategy (Manski, 1989).
Secondly, the continuing adjustment assumption implies that modi cations of
initial vocational or educational choices may be rational. Thus, concurrently with
informational experimentation, continuing adjustment highlights the rational—and
not purely random—dimension of changes of orientation during training courses. By
analogy, this also provides a framework explaining the demand for equivalences,
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which can be perceived as accelerators of reorientation during the training phases.
But reorientations could also be analysed as behaviours of error correction within
the framework of the strategic process.
Similarly, the continuing adjustment assumption is useful to emphasise the
rational dimension of returning to school (Kane & Rouse, 1995; Keane & Wolpin,
1997; Leigh & Gill, 1997). Applying the same scheme of analysis, returning to
school after an initial temporary job may be interpreted as a stage within the
transitional process of an agent who is still in his/her school-to-work transition
process. The phase of labour participation may be analysed as an informational
experimentation at the end of which the agent returns to studies, once the necessary
information is obtained. In terms of adaptation to change, the phase of labour
participation may be analysed as a stage of acquisition of complementary vocational
skills and experience. Symmetrically, the return to schooling may be analysed as a
search for complementary theoretical knowledge, necessary to complete the transitional process. Finally, returning to schooling may also be interpreted as a behaviour of error correction.
The same framework is also useful to interpret the modi cation of vocational
target during a phase of labour participation. The change of vocational target can
then be analysed in terms of experimentation (labour market matching theory, for
instance Jovanovic, 1979; McKenna, 1980; Miller, 1984; Mortensen, 1988); or in
terms of adjustment to new opportunities; or in terms of error correction.
Taking account of uncertainty and of the agent’s ability to adapt thus allows us to
build a general framework for the interpretation of a large set of behaviours
effectively observable in the reality of school-to-work transition processes.
More generally, the strategic approach makes it possible to integrate simultaneously hazard and social determinism beside the rationality of the agent. Rationality plays the central role, but random shocks can be taken into account, and social
determinism exerts an implicit effect.
Random shocks take the form of unforeseeable modi cations of the labour market
and of the education and training system, for instance an economic crisis or the
development of Internet. Random shocks create or destroy job and training opportunities, and the agent adapts to these evolutions.
Account can also be taken of social determinism (social origin, family structure,
gender, etc.), in order to explain, upstream, the date at which the agent reaches
decisional autonomy, the information that the agent possesses to build his/her
positions matrix and curricula matrix, and the agent’s structure of preference
concerning recruitment criteria and training characteristics.
Thus, the strategic approach proves to be suf ciently comprehensive to include
both rational, random and determinist dimensions of the school-to-work transition
process.
Conclusion
This meta-functional based approach suggests that the analysis of individual schoolto-work transition processes should be reconsidered, and the role of meta-functional
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criteria taken into account in the practice of educational and vocational guidance
and counselling.
The aim of this analysis was not descriptive but theoretical, normative and
analytical. On a theoretical side, the basic framework proposed allows us to take
account simultaneously of the rational, determinist and random dimensions of the
school-to-work transition process. It allows us too to take account of different
observable transitional behaviours: participation in post-compulsory education and
training, simultaneous or successive curricula, on-the-job training, work while studying, experimental post-compulsory education, reorientations of training, changes of
vocational targets, returning to school.
On a normative side, the article suggests a reference strategy for the agent involved
in school-to-work transition, and some recommendations for institutions of guidance and counselling.
Lastly, on the analytical side, this analysis suggests explanations for some causes
of failure in school-to-work transition processes. Thus, this analysis could be useful
to highlight some aspects of school-to-work transition processes differently, and to
complement empirical as well as sociological and psychological observations already
made in this  eld.
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