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Agenda for today
• Who is in higher education?
• What data sources can I use to better understand transitions into HE?
• What data sources can I use to better understand transitions out of HE? 
• What are the pros and cons of different data options?
• Group activity
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Who is in higher education?
• Each December the Higher Education Statistics Agency (HESA) conducts a 

census of all students studying in UK HE institutions

• i.e. including undergrads and postgrads in all years, both home and international

• Contains learner-level info held by the institution on students (self-reported)

• e.g. gender, ethnicity, disability, parents' education, parents' social class

• And qualification-level information

• e.g. level/year/mode of study, subject, completion status, degree class

• Can use it to understand the characteristics of HE students, but not about the 
representativeness of students entering HE compared to wider cohort

• To do this need to use other data sources . . .
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Universities and Colleges Admissions Service (UCAS) data

• Contains self-reported information on applicants and applications made to UK 
higher education institutions, including:

• Applicants: gender, ethnicity, disability if either parent went to university, highest 
earning parent’s social class, grades at time of application (often predicted grades)  

• Applications: courses applied for (subject and pseudonymised institution), whether 
received an offer (but not what that offer was), whether accepted offer

• Gives a bit more info. about who is applying (and can be compared with who is 
expected to go – and where), but still nothing on whole cohort for comparison



Attainment data:
KS1, KS2, KS4, KS5

State school census: 
demographic 

characteristics, 
e.g. gender, ethnicity, FSM, 

SEN, EAL; school and 
geographic identifiers 

Absences and exclusions

CLA/CIN

Linked NPD-ILR-HESA data
• For English-domiciled students, can get this from linked NPD-ILR-HESA data 

Learner info.: more 
limited demographic 
info. than NPD (sex, 

ethnicity, disability) plus 
institution and 

geographic identifiers 

Qualification 
'aims': type, level, 
completion status, 

subject – very 
detailed and hard 
to work with (plus 

some basic 
summary info.)
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What about transitions out of higher education?

• HESA's Graduate Outcomes

• Replaced DLHE and Long-DLHE — (Longitudinal) Destinations of Leavers from 
Higher Education — in 2018

• Attempted census: all graduates contacted to take part 15 months after 
graduation; but not truly administrative data as response rate ~50%

• Various summary tables available from HESA website but otherwise need to 
purchase a 'bespoke dataset' from them, which would be chargeable

• Covers various areas including: characteristics, current activities, salaries, 
previous study activities, reflections, and subjective wellbeing
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There is also an option which combines both: LEO
• Combines education and labour market records for those who’ve interacted with 

the English school or FE system since 2001-02 (primarily born since 1985-86)
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Longitudinal Education Outcomes (LEO) data
• Combines education and labour market records for those who’ve interacted with 

the English school or FE system since 2001-02 (primarily born since 1985-86)

CJRS/SEISS
Inter-Departmental 

Business Register
UCAS data



PAYE records: 
- employment spells 

- annual earnings

Self-assessment
- annual profits

HMRC data: DWP data: 

Out-of-work 
benefit spells 

Geographic 
location 

information

Longitudinal Education Outcomes (LEO) data



Overview of the recent additions to LEO data 
  

 
Furlough data (CJRS and SEISS) 

- Monthly indicator (during and end of)
- Total weeks 

- Amount of SEISS grant  

Available for 2020/21

Employer information
- Tax year

- Employer characteristics, including 
region, number of employees, 5 digit 

Sector Industry Classification (SIC)

Available from 2003/04

University applications

Only for 18 year old English applicants who apply to at least one English HE institution
Available from 2007/08



Birth cohort Start school
End of Key 

Stage 1 
End of Key 

Stage 2

End of Key 
Stage 4 

(Year 11)

End of Key 
Stage 5 

(Year 13)

Start 
university at 

age 18

Start 
university at 

age 19

Age in most recent year 
or LEO data

1985/86 1996/97 2001/02 2003/04 2004/05 2005/06 34

1986/87 1997/98 2002/03 2004/05 2005/06 2006/07 33

1987/88 1998/99 2003/04 2005/06 2006/07 2007/08 32

1988/89 1999/00 2004/05 2006/07 2007/08 2008/09 31

1989/90 2000/01 2005/06 2007/08 2008/09 2009/10 30

1990/91 1997/98 2001/02 2006/07 2008/09 2009/10 2010/11 29

1991/92 1998/99 2002/03 2007/08 2009/10  2010/11 2011/12 28

1992/93 1999/00 2003/04 2008/09 2010/11 2011/12 2012/13 27

1993/94 2000/01 2004/05 2009/10  2011/12 2012/13 2013/14 26

1994/95 2001/02 2005/06 2010/11 2012/13 2013/14 2014/15 25

1995/96 2002/03 2006/07 2011/12 2013/14 2014/15 2015/16 24

1996/97 2001/02 2003/04 2007/08 2012/13 2014/15 2015/16 2016/17 23

1997/98 2002/03 2004/05 2008/09 2013/14 2015/16 2017/18 2018/19 22

1998/99 2003/04 2005/06 2009/10  2014/15 2016/17 2018/19 2019/20 21

1999/2000 2004/05 2006/07 2010/11 2015/16 2017/18 2019/20
Not yet     

available in LEO
20

Overview of cohorts in LEO in relation to HE transitions
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Advantages and disadvantages of LEO
• Advantages:

o All datasets are linked together, giving access to rich information to enable you to 
explore transitions both into and out of HE for all English-domiciled students 

• Disadvantages:

o Institutional identifiers in LEO are pseudonymised (while this is NOT currently the 
case in the linked NPD-ILR-HESA data, where they are observable)

o Other individual-level datasets CANNOT currently be linked to LEO (while you can 
apply to link individual-level data to NPD-ILR-HESA data)

o UCAS data currently only includes 18-year-old English-domiciled applicants who 
apply to at least one English HE institution (standalone UCAS data available for all)

o Cannot currently be accessed from home (while linked NPD-ILR-HESA data can)
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Key takeaways
• If you're only interested in transitions into HE, then NPD/ILR/HESA data 

might be best  – unless you also want to be able to see UCAS 
applications, in which case LEO is better

• If you're interested in transitions out of HE, then LEO is probably your 
best bet – though it has its disadvantages (see previous slide; also no 
hours of work, no occupation information, etc)  
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How to access NPD/ILR/HESA and LEO data
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How can I access these datasets?
• LEO and NPD/ILR/HESA available via ONS's Secure Research Service

• To be allowed to access the SRS you must be an accredited researcher

• To become accredited, use the new People and Projects Service (PPS)

• The two datasets have different application processes (discussed next) 
but both are likely to take several months from start to finish

https://integrateddataservice.gov.uk/apply-for-researcher-accreditation
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The LEO project application process
• Applications managed by ONS

• Apply online via the new Project Accreditation Service for SRS (PASS)

• This downloadable form shows what you will need to include

• (This is a very new system and the project application guidance doesn't yet 
seem to have been updated. Here is the old guidance, as well as an old 
exemplar project application - some bits still relevant)

• Also need to complete a variable request form (excel spreadsheet with 
worksheets covering different data tables), which requires you to specify which 
datasets, variables and years of data you need 

https://ons.metadata.works/browser/landing
https://view.officeapps.live.com/op/view.aspx?src=https%3A%2F%2Fapi-ons.metadata.works%2Fbranding%2Fassets%2FAccessible_New_SRS_Application_Form_V1.3.docx&wdOrigin=BROWSELINK
https://uksa.statisticsauthority.gov.uk/wp-content/uploads/2019/07/DEA_Research_Project_Application_Guidance_v1.1.pdf
https://uksa.statisticsauthority.gov.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/09/Example_RAP_Project_Application.pdf
https://www.ons.gov.uk/aboutus/whatwedo/statistics/requestingstatistics/secureresearchservice/discoversecureresearchdata
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Additional guidance
• Further guidance to support LEO applications is provided here

• There is also a LEO user community accessible to accredited 
researchers via khub: sign up for an account then email accreditation 
number to leo.programme@education.gov.uk to request access

• Includes additional resources, e.g. a user guide, list of publications, and 
a space to ask more experienced users questions about the data

https://www.gov.uk/guidance/apply-to-access-the-longitudinal-education-outcomes-leo-dataset
https://www.khub.net/group/longitudinal-education-outcomes-via-ons-srs-research-community
https://khub.net/group/guest/home
mailto:leo.programme@education.gov.uk
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How to apply for linked NPD/ILR/HESA data
• Process managed directly by DfE rather than ONS

• Find the forms and details of the process here

• You will need to complete:

• A word application form: downloadable from here

• Separate excel sheets identifying all variables needed from NPD ILR HESA

• Guidance on completing the form can be found here

This is the best place to look 
for the latest versions of the 
docs (the links below could 

become out of date)

https://www.gov.uk/guidance/apply-for-department-for-education-dfe-personal-data
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/660d89610616d000111cb102/DfE_data_sharing_service_application_form_v_1.8_April_24.docx
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/67bf203bb0bb6528ee866b0c/NPD_data_tables_March_2025.xlsx
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/67bf1f5f16dc9038974dbba4/ILR_data_tables_March_2025.xlsx
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/67bf1fd768a61757838d1fbf/HESA_Information_tables_March_2025.xlsx
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/660d8aea0616d000111cb104/DfE_data_sharing_service_application_form_guidance_v1.8_April_24.pdf
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In both cases you will need to provide:
• Enough detail about your project – the research questions you will 

address, the methods you will use, etc – to enable another 
researcher to understand what you are doing and judge its ‘value’

• Evidence of ethical consideration of your project

• Details of how you anticipate your project might have public benefit
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Training and capacity building resources



LEO training and 
capacity building 

resources

Code

SQL code to (e.g.): 
• Pull out spine of data 
• Merge in records from 

other data tables
• Do basic descriptives

Stata code to (e.g.):
• Code up SES variables
• Create activity spells
• Create labour market 

entry cohorts

Training courses

Data explainers:
• Introduction to NPD and linked 

data (LEO/GRADE/GUiE)
• More detailed intro to NPD
• More detailed intro to LEO
• More detailed intro to GRADE

Practical workshops:
• Focused on NPD and LEO

Research showcases:
• Focused on IDBR and UCAS

Documentation

Enhancements to existing user guide 

Data explained and data insight documents:
• NPD and HESA; UCAS focus; IDBR focus

Data enhancements

For example:
• Edukey in all data tables
• Contextual variables linked in
• New derived variables, e.g. 

activity spells

Synthetic data

Low fidelity synthetic data 
(retaining distributions of 
individual variables but not 
correlations across 
variables) shareable with 
approved researchers

Community building

• LEO user group meetings
• LEO community hub
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Additional Material
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What is the National Pupil Database (NPD)? 
• A collection of education records for pupils and schools in England

• A census of all pupils attending state-funded schools (since 2001-02)*
• Including demographic characteristics (e.g. gender, ethnicity, eligibility for free school 

meals, special educational needs status), plus location and institution identifiers

• Absence and exclusion data for pupils in state-funded schools (from 2005-06)

• National achievement test scores (from 2001-02, earlier for some tests)
• Tests at ages 5, 7, 11 (and historically 14) for state school pupils only

• GCSE and A-level (and equivalent) qualifications (inc. grades, subjects) for all pupils

• Children’s social care data (from 2005-06 for CLA; 2008-09 for CIN)

* also a census of all children taking up state-funded early education entitlements in private, voluntary and independent 
providers (the Early Years Census) but this is not currently included in LEO – relevant cohorts are too young
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What is the Individualised Learner Record (ILR)? 
• A census of those undertaking government-funded FE (from 2002-03)

• Learner-level info
• e.g. sex, ethnicity, disability, location (similar but not identical to NPD, e.g. no FSM)

• Qualification-level info. (or, more specifically qualification 'aim' info.)
• e.g. type, level, completion status, subject (and institution identifiers)

• Generally acknowledged to be a nightmare to work with! 
• YPMAD (Young Person's Matched Administrative Data) provides some 

derived variables capturing qualification levels achieved by different ages

• Some additional locally collected info. available via the National Client 
Caseload Information System (NCCIS), e.g. NEET status, those in custody



Overview of the HMRC/DWP data

  

 

Out of work benefits 
- Spells 

- Benefit type

Available from 2003/04

Employment spells 
(from P45 data)

- Note: no hours of work

Available from 1997/98

Earnings (from P14 PAYE data) 
- Tax year 

- Annual earnings

Available from 2003/04

Self-assessment 
- Tax year 

- Self-employment record 
- Income (from self-employment) 

Available from 2013/14

Geography 
- Various geographic identifiers down to LSOA 

(one per tax year -  modal if multiple)

Available from 2004/05
but only reliable from 2012/13

Can be 
matched to 

NPD, ILR and 
HESA data

• Most recent (tax) year of data available is 2020/21
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