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Abstract

The thesis investigates the relationship between social class background and entry to
postgraduate study in the UK. Very little is known about access to postgraduate study.
Although there is a good deal of research about the relationship between social class and
educational attainment and progression in general, this study represents the first
comprehensive examination of the issue in the UK.

Understanding the relationship between social class and postgraduate study is
important for three reasons. Firstly, since possession of educational qualifications strongly
conditions success in the labour market, access to higher education is important. If entry to
postgraduate education is affected by social class background above other factors, such
inequality will obstruct attempts to ensure the UK becomes a meritocracy. Secondly,
analysis of the links between postgraduate education and social class provides an
opportunity to comprehend broad patterns of social change, stratification and mobility,
such as the tendency for social class inequalities to be “passed up’ to the next educational
level as the system expands. The thesis explores whether sociologists’ characterisation of
these patterns of persistent, maximally maintained and effectively maintained inequality
can legitimately be extended to the postgraduate level. Finally access to postgraduate study
by social class is used as a test-case for prominent sociological theories about the processes
driving social class inequalities in education.

Three substantial datasets are used to examine these issues. One comprises all UK-
domiciled first-degree graduates in the academic years 2001/02 — 2004/05 and their ‘first
destination’ (N = 897,006). A second covers all UK-domiciled postgraduates in the same
years (N = 1,312,455). The third dataset consists of primary data collected in 2007 via a
survey of UK-domiciled postgraduates in nine English higher education institutions (n =
2,181). Patterns of nonresponse and missingness are investigated in detail and appropriate
adjustments made. Moreover the complexity of postgraduate study, in terms of type of
qualification, institutional location, subject discipline and so on is recognised and carefully
incorporated into the analyses.

It is shown that some, but not all of the patterns of social class inequality observed
at earlier levels of education remain in postgraduate study. An element of social class
inequality at postgraduate level is related to differential prior attainment. However other
elements, such as the prominence of first-degree institution in determining access to
postgraduate study, can be understood as structuring patterns of postgraduate participation
in a less meritocratic manner. Social class inequalities seem weakest in immediate
transition to postgraduate study, but increase for later entry. These findings lend only
partial support to relative risk aversion and cultural capital explanations of social class
inequalities in education and suggest that processes of institutional stratification and
‘tracking’ are equally important. It is argued that inequalities in access to postgraduate
study by social class must be taken seriously, addressed by policy makers and made
subject of further research.
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1 Introduction

This thesis investigates whether social class affects entry to postgraduate study in the UK.
Specifically it asks whether there are differences in participation in postgraduate study
according to social class of origin. It describes patterns of postgraduate participation by
social class both in aggregate and in detail. It looks to account for the presence or absence
of a relationship between social class and postgraduate participation by examining the
main academic and demographic variables which structure higher education including
institution, subject discipline, individual attainment and gender. The research represents
the first comprehensive study of the social class background of UK postgraduate students.
Despite a growing literature on the relationship between social class and initial entry to
higher education (Archer et al, 2003; Gorard et al, 2006) and massive increases in
postgraduate student numbers (Artess et al, 2009; Sastry, 2004a), very little is currently
known about the characteristics of postgraduates and, in particular, what factors are
associated with entry to postgraduate study.

Establishing whether there is a relationship between postgraduate study and social
class is of consequence. Educational qualifications are the principal determinant of social
class position in modern Britain (Marshall, 1997). Higher education qualifications in
particular are strongly associated with entry to secure professional and managerial
occupations, attracting premiums in earnings and working conditions (Bynner et al, 2003;
O’Leary and Sloane, 2005) and this link between educational attainment and occupational
outcome has been getting stronger (Heath et al, 1992). Postgraduate qualifications are
important for entry to a growing number of professions and may confer some general
advantage in the labour market as a means of distinguishing their holders from the ever-
larger number of bachelors graduates. It is also clear that social class background strongly

influences educational attainment. At each prior level of the education system there is a
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clear association between social class background and attainment but it is not known if this
continues into postgraduate education. Establishing whether this is the case is in the
interest of any government which seeks to bring about meritocracy, where an individual’s
background is neither an advantage nor disadvantage in the allocation of positions in
society. The policy consequences are twofold. Inequality at postgraduate level is an issue
in its own right because such qualifications affect occupational outcomes. Beyond that
though, it also indicates whether attempts to address social class inequalities at earlier
educational stages might simply be negated by a ‘cascading’ effect, whereby greater
equality in undergraduate entry results in greater inequality at postgraduate level.

My purpose is to complement description of patterns of access to postgraduate
study by social class with a sociological analysis which attempts to understand how and
why such patterns have arisen. Access to postgraduate education by social class therefore
comprises a case study in the sociologies of higher education, social stratification and
social mobility. I make the case for the sociological significance of higher education (and
within it, postgraduate education), focussing particularly on the role of the university as a
key institution in simultaneously promoting social mobility and reproducing social
inequalities. Sociologists have identified empirical regularities in the relationship between
social class and educational progression and attainment which are consistent over time and
place. However it is also evident that the influence of natal social class becomes weaker in
successive educational transitions; postgraduate study is potentially the first point at which
social class could cease to matter. There are also several sociological theories which seek
to account for how social class differences in education arise and are sustained. Two of the
most prominent are the concept of relative risk aversion, proposed by John Goldthorpe
(Breen and Goldthorpe, 1997; Goldthorpe, 1998, 2000); and the approach developed by

Pierre Bourdieu which I will refer to as cultural capital theory (Bourdieu, 1996; Bourdieu
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and Passeron, 1977, 1979). My empirical findings will provide a test for these and other
theories in the sociology of education.

Patterns of participation in postgraduate study will be examined using three
substantial datasets. The first comprises a near-census of the ‘first destination’ of UK-
domiciled first-degree graduates across the four years 2001/02 — 2004/05 (N = 897,006)
which includes their social class background and a range of other academic and
demographic characteristics. The second is a census of all UK-domiciled postgraduate
students in the same years, but which does not include social class; it is used to provide
contextual information where required (N = 1,312,455). These two are secondary datasets
obtained from the Higher Education Statistics Agency (HESA). The third dataset consists
of a survey conducted specially for this thesis of postgraduate students at nine English
higher education institutions (n = 2,181) which includes a range of information about their
socio-demographic background. The datasets thus give different snapshots of the social
class background of postgraduate students, covering the immediate transition from first
degree to postgraduate study and separately, the social class background of current
postgraduates. For the purpose of the thesis, postgraduate study is defined as that which
takes place within higher education institutions (HEIs) and is designated as postgraduate
by them. It thus includes higher degrees, postgraduate diplomas and certificates but
excludes other further study which happens to have been taken by those of graduate status.
It also excludes masters qualifications which are taken as a first degree, such as a four-year
MEng or Scottish first degree. Data covers UK-domiciled students only. Problems of
nonresponse and missing data were encountered with both datasets and these are very
carefully considered in the thesis, which is necessary to ensure the greatest possible
confidence in the findings. This is particularly important given the apparent differences in

social class background which emerge across the two principal datasets.
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The thesis will show that some, but not all of the patterns of social class inequality
observed at earlier educational levels can also be found in postgraduate study. Some of the
aggregate differences in postgraduate participation by social class can be accounted for by
differential prior attainment or other artefactual effects. However others, particularly the
prominent role which appears to be associated with first-degree institution, will be seen to
structure patterns of participation by social class in a less than meritocratic manner. It will
also be evident that social class inequalities seem to be lowest in immediate transitions but
wider for later entrants. These findings, when reported in detail, will only partially support
relative risk aversion and cultural capital theories, suggesting that an adequate sociological
explanation needs to draw on both these and other sociological theories, such as Turner’s
(1960) notion of ‘sponsored mobility’ and a concern with institutional stratification (e.g.
Shavit et al, 2007). Above all, I show that there is a clear case for taking seriously access
to postgraduate education, which calls for further research into the processes which

influence educational decision-making at this level.

Why does it matter? Higher education and social mobility

A key concern of post World War II British governments of all political hues has been
meritocracy and equality of opportunity. Education has come to adopt an increasingly
prominent position in bringing about a meritocratic society, replacing social class of origin:
“in the modern world education is one of the primary determinants, perhaps the primary
determinant, of one’s life chances” (Heath et al, 1992, p. 217; original emphasis). There
remains a link between class of origin and class of destination, but it is one mediated by
level of qualification. The direct link between class of origin and class of destination has
thus weakened somewhat; but the links between origin and level of education and between

education and destination have respectively remained stable and strengthened (Heath et al,
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1992; Heath, 2000).' Marshall, explaining findings from the British leg of Olin-Wright’s
CASMIN project, summarises the association thus:
Among males, higher educational achievement guarantees equal chances of entry
into service-class occupations, irrespective of social background. However at lower
educational levels, service-class origins offer at least some protection against
downward class mobility
(Marshall, 1997, p.191)
As Heath et al (1992) observe, Blau and Duncan’s (1967) thesis that the ‘logic of
industrialism’ would lead to the withering away of these kinds of inequalities has not been
borne out. Rather educational inequalities have remained fairly constant since 1945, in
spite of overall expansion in the system (Breen, 2005). Thus an increase in the absolute
number of working-class students in higher education has not substantially shifted the
relative odds of achieving higher education for those of a working-class background — with
all its attendant consequences for social mobility (Ross, 2003a).

Expansion of higher education as means of promoting both social mobility and
economic growth have been highly prominent elements of the New Labour project as seen
in the thinking, policy and action of the Blair and Brown governments since 1997. General
expansion of higher education predates Labour’s most recent period in office (and is a
global trend); however the attention given to ‘widening participation’ in education began in
earnest in 1997. The ‘Dearing Report’ which was published that year provided clear
evidence of social class inequalities in initial higher education participation (Robertson,
1997) and made a number of recommendations about how government and HEIs should

seek to address these (NCIHE, 1997). Evidence presented by Dearing showed a familiar

story: higher education participation rates for manual workers’ children had increased

! Debate continues about the stability of relative mobility rates. Heath and Payne (2000) for instance show
changes in mobility rates across cohorts, with some improvement in mobility chances for the working class.
Blanden et al (2004) argue there has been a decline in mobility rates under New Labour, but this has been
challenged on empirical and methodological grounds (Devine, 2009; Goldthorpe and Jackson, 2007,
Goldthorpe and Mills, 2008; Gorard, 2008). There is also some evidence that class inequalities are seen in
occupational entry irrespective of education (Brennan and Shah, 2003; Brown and Hesketh, 2001; Brown and
Scase, 1994; Jackson, 2001, 2007).
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substantially, but so had those for non-manual workers’ children. The effect of overall
expansion in higher education did not materially diminish the relative advantage of the

latter groups (see Figure 1.1).

Figure 1.1: Higher Education Age Participation Index by Registrar General’s Social
Class, 1940 - 1990
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Source: Robertson and Hillman (1997), Table 1.1

Since 1997 there has been huge investment in activities in schools, colleges and
universities to encourage and support children from those social classes which have
traditionally exhibited low rates of participation in higher education. Monitoring of
relevant data has increased, with the regular publication of performance indicators for each
higher education institution on their progress in widening participation. There has also
been a noticeable increase in the volume of research on the topic by academics,
practitioners, government and charities. Inquiries into access (e.g. Select Committee on
Education and Employment, 2001); university admissions (Admissions to Higher
Education Steering Group, 2004), entry to the professions (Langlands, 2005; Panel on Fair
Access to the Professions, 2009) and so on have also featured.
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The concern with widening participation as a means of ensuring fairness and
meritocracy was summed up by Lord Mandelson in his first speech on higher education
after assuming ministerial responsibility for it:

If a university education is an entry ticket to the best paid employment and a

preparation for a globalised world of work, then access to it will inevitably define

the degree of social mobility that we’re able to achieve in Britain. It is not enough
for universities simply to confer life advantages from one generation of
professionals to their children. Everyone should be able to aspire to those
advantages — on the basis of merit, not the lottery of birth.

(Mandelson, 2009)

As Devine (2009, p. 609) has pointed out, Labour has a “modest equalitarian
agenda”. That is, it is concerned with equality of opportunity, but less with equality of
outcome. In this ‘weak’ version of meritocracy (White, 2009), the emphasis is placed on
removing obstacles to the educational success of the meritorious; however ‘merit’ has
tended to be taken at face value, when there may be grounds for believing both definitions
of merit and the processes by which merit is confirmed (such as through examination
success) to be socially loaded against the disadvantaged. Some critics of New Labour
policy have argued that its enthusiasm for elitism and market forces in education contradict
its equal opportunities rhetoric (e.g. Ball, 2007, 2008). In higher education this has meant
policies which favour certain kinds of universities over others, such as through
concentration of funding (Leathwood, 2004); and to the introduction of student
contributions to tuition fees and ‘top-up’ fees, which some have argued will dissuade the
very students which widening participation policies are trying to attract (Callender, 2005;
Hutchings, 2003). > Most of the substantial opposition to the introduction of and increase in

tuition fees as the relevant bills passed through Parliament explicitly addressed questions

of meritocracy.

% This fear has not been borne out in overall participation rates by social class since the introduction of tuition
fees in 1998 and top-up fees in 2004 (Devine, 2009). However the proportion of first-degree entrants from
NS-SEC groups 4 — 7 has increased only from 28.4% to 29.5% in the period 2002/03 to 2007/08 (sources:
HESA, 2007, 2009a).
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Given the focus on widening participation and fair access, it is perhaps surprising
that only very recently has there been any recognition that such concerns should extend to
postgraduate education. Hitherto, the focus has been exclusively on access to
undergraduate education, typically the full-time first degree. The Higher Educaiton
Funding Council for England’s (HEFCE) first ‘widening participation and research’
strategy (HEFCE, 2004) included only two short paragraphs on access to postgraduate
study (which confirmed it would not prioritise this area); its most recent update (HEFCE,
2008) does not mention postgraduate study at all. This is in spite of huge growth in
postgraduate numbers, the requirement for a postgraduate qualification for some
professional careers and the popularity of postgraduate study as a ‘first destination’ for
new graduates. In 2007 for instance, 15% of 2006 first-degree graduates had entered
further study or training (source: HESA, 2008a), with a survey of the career intentions of
15,000 2009 graduates suggesting 26% planned to stay on (High Fliers, 2009), faced with
the worst graduate job market in years. In perhaps the first recognition of the possibility
that inequalities may be ‘passed up’ to postgraduate level, the former Secretary of State for
Innovation, Universities and Skills, John Denham, remarked:

as taught masters increasingly become an additional pre-employment qualification,

there is concern that the gap we are closing as we widen participation for first

degrees may open again if the best employment is only open to those who can fund
their MSc or MA.
(Denham, 2009)

It is possible that the graduation of the first cohort to have been subject to ‘top-up’
fees of £3,000 per annum has sharpened the focus on access to postgraduate study. Alan
Milburn’s report into access to the professions, which has received the endorsement of the
Prime Minister and the First Secretary, argued:

postgraduate degrees [...] have increasingly become an important route into many

professional careers — in the law, creative industries, the Civil Service, management

professions and others. But these courses are substantially more expensive than
undergraduate degrees — often costing up to £12,000 per year — and there is no

student support framework equivalent to the framework for undergraduates. If fair
access is to be possible, this issue will need to be addressed.
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(Panel on Fair Access to the Professions, 2009, p. 95)
Possibly as a direct result, Lord Mandelson announced, in July 2009, a review of
postgraduate education by the government’s Director General of Science and Research, to
report in early 2010.

Clearly then, there is an effect of social class on educational opportunity.
Mitigating this effect has been a recurring preoccupation of British governments,
particularly the current one. Access to higher education has formed a central element of its
policy focus, but it is only very recently that any consideration has been given to the
importance of access to postgraduate qualifications and the possible impact this could have
on equality of opportunity. This is surprising given the huge growth in postgraduate
numbers seen in recent years: there are today more students at the University of
Manchester than there were postgraduates in the whole of the UK in 1970/71; similarly
there are now more postgraduates in the UK than there were full-time students (at any
level) in 1985 (sources: The University of Manchester website ‘Students and staff”; Office
for National Statistics, 2005; Hansard, 12 July 1989). In the next section I consider this
profound growth in higher education and its broader sociological implications. This
provides an overview of higher education’s role and significance in social change and
gives a broader sociological context to the specific concerns of this thesis, a theme which is

further developed in the next chapter.

The growth of higher education and its sociological significance

I am writing this chapter sitting in my office on a university campus the size of a large
housing estate. The university is set to double its physical size in the next ten to twenty
years. Despite having some 13,000 students and 3,000 staff, it is considered a small

institution. It is one of the largest employers in its host city and has a financial turnover of
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more than £200 million per annum. In unofficial rankings, the university is placed among
the top ten or fifteen institutions in the UK and in the world top 100. Fifty years ago, it did
not exist. Nearly all of the students who today fill its classrooms and cafés would, in my
parents’ generation, have left school at the end of compulsory education and entered
employment, never to return. Yet this is no remarkable institution — its story is a common
one in the UK, in Europe and beyond.

Growth in higher education, which began in the early nineteenth century,
accelerated through the twentieth and continues into the twenty-first. This huge change
within the university field was accompanied by radical shifts in society and the economy,
huge advances in knowledge, technology, standards of living, population size and life
expectancy. From a niche role training clergy, physicians and lawyers, universities have
expanded into research on a large scale and the provision of an educated class for the civil
service and the professions, a role which has become increasingly significant with the shift
towards an economy dominated by the service sector (Perkin, 1989).

Higher education itself has evinced a curious combination of continuity and
change. Around me students work on laptop computers, writing essays in disciplines which
have not long existed (sociology among them). Their number includes a female majority, a
large proportion from ethnic minorities or from overseas (and certainly plenty of non-
Anglicans), many being first-generation students and from working-class backgrounds.
However they still largely study away from home, living in rooms not much larger than a
monastic cell, following an academic year the basic pattern of which has changed little in
centuries. Vestiges of medieval ritual linger, even in the newest of universities and
academic hierarchies and distinctions of status endure. Above all perhaps, the university’s
role as legitimator of knowledge has grown, in our increasingly secular age, to one where it

consecrates ideas and people through research and the awarding of qualifications.
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Into this peculiar mix has come postgraduate study. Although the doctorate has a
long history as a degree of the ‘higher’ faculties in the medieval university, modern
postgraduate qualifications are recent inventions (Simpson, 1983). Higher degrees bear the
hallmark of earlier times, particularly the PhD, with its echoes of the guild apprenticeship.
One might continue to believe, then, that postgraduate education is an esoteric,
inconsequential and marginal pursuit: according to the Quarterly Labour Force Survey
(LFS) for the third quarter of 2008, only 4% of the British population aged 22 or over hold
a higher degree. Indeed postgraduate study represents a minority within a minority as the
majority of each age cohort does not enter university in the first place. Postgraduate study
(and university research) is commonly understood as somewhat insular and introspective, a
rather monkish existence.” It could therefore seem incongruous that postgraduate education
— or indeed universities in general — be seen as sociologically significant. However the
take-off in postgraduate education is distinctly contemporary and has its roots in the same
‘inflationary’ pressures (and perhaps to a lesser extent, technocratic requirements for high-
level skills) which drove undergraduate expansion. It may have been a quiet revolution, but
the growth in postgraduate study has been revolutionary nonetheless, even if it has passed
sociologists of education largely unnoticed. Whilst total HE enrolments grew by a factor of
35, from about 71,000 at the beginning of the Second World War to almost 2.5 million in
2007/08, postgraduates went from 3,000 to 560,000 over the same period — that is numbers
increased by a factor of 187. Since 1990/91 alone, postgraduate enrolments have more than
quintupled (sources: Simpson, 1983; Committee on Higher Education, 1963; HESA,
2009).

Theoretically there is a lot at stake, since the sociology of education has, in the

work of some of the main protagonists, intimate connections to broader sociologies of

3 T am thinking here of the stock fictional portrayal of research students, the archetype of which is perhaps
Lionel Zipser in Sharpe’s (1974) Porterhouse Blue, writing a thesis on the influence of pumpernickel in
medieval Westphalia.
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knowledge, power and stratification and indeed to social theory. Halsey, in justifying his
interest in the universities, enlists Weber, who
identified two...forms of power — the traditional and the rational — and the
twentieth-century history of the universities may be understood as a struggle
between drives to express these underlying forms of authority in the curriculum and
organization of the university and its claims to enter its alumni into positions of

occupational and social authority. The sociology of education is essentially a study
of these issues.

(Halsey, 1992, pp. 36 — 37)
He further notes that
[u]niversities have always played a role in social stratification, controlling access to
highly valued cultural elements, differentiating the capacity of individuals to enter a
hierarchy of labour markets, and therefore being intrinsically inegalitarian
institutions
(Halsey, 1992, p. 18)
Similarly, Wacquant, in his foreword to Bourdieu’s The State Nobility (1996, p. xviii)
argues that the latter’s interest in universities is about much more than the ‘field’ of higher
education per se:
The State Nobility reveals Bourdieu’s sociology “of education” for what it truly
is:...a generative anthropology of powers focused on the special contribution that
symbolic forms [i.e. educational credentials] bring to their operation, conversion,
and naturalization.
In assessing theoretical explanations of patterns of access to higher education there is an
opportunity to gain a broader insight into social processes governing the general
transmission of advantage, particularly the respective weight of material and cultural
factors. Higher education is, in Bourdieu’s parlance, a ‘field’ - that is an arena in which
power is exercised which is autonomous to a greater or lesser extent from other such
arenas (e.g. politics, the media, the economy etc.) and which has its own forms of capital
which are not straightforwardly transferable to other realms. Far from being a pure and

objective endeavour then, academia — as every campus novelist knows — is subject to the

same vagaries of prestige, status conflict and politicking as other areas of life. The findings
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of this thesis will make clear how and to what extent these vagaries affect postgraduate
participation.

In a sense there are parallels between change and continuity in higher education,
and change and continuity in social stratification. Devine (2004, p.171) points out that
“stories of [long-range social] mobility are ‘two a penny’” but that such absolute change
has occurred in the context of remarkable stability in relative mobility chances for different
social classes. Similarly, there has been huge growth in the university sector, with
accompanying substantial upward shifts in participation rates. Stories of educational
mobility are thus also ‘two a penny’ but relative social class inequalities remain stubborn
here too. My own personal experience of social and educational mobility might serve as
illustration here and identify some of the ways in which social class could influence access
to postgraduate study. My parents, like their parents, left school with no qualifications for
working-class occupations. I am an only child, but from a very large extended family, yet
only one of my 28 cousins has a degree. I am the only one of my generation to have a
postgraduate qualification. My educational progress was unproblematic until I graduated
from my first degree. Hoping to enrol for a doctorate, I secured offers from three different
universities but no funding. I was faced with waiting over the summer to hear whether I
might be awarded a university studentship. Instead I sought — and luckily found — a
graduate job, although I remained bitterly disappointed that I was not continuing with my
studies.

Reflecting on why I found myself in this situation, various different explanations
presented themselves. Perhaps it was about me personally: I simply wasn’t of the same
standard as other candidates in terms of academic ability. Perhaps it was my financial
position: I could not afford to wait around for an uncertain scholarship outcome and face
unemployment if unsuccessful — and there was no possibility of financial support from my

family. Perhaps it was related to a lack of suitable contacts or an insufficient ‘feel for the
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game’: had I gone to the ‘wrong’ university for my first degree? Had I made naive choices
about a PhD topic and tried to be too independent, choices I would not have made with the
‘right’ insider knowledge? Should I have done a masters degree first? Was it just bad luck?
In my musings are hints of the explanations sociologists have developed to account for
class inequalities in education and which will be explored in this thesis: economic factors,
cultural factors and signifiers of attainment. To evaluate properly these sociological
explanations though, one must understand whether patterns of participation in postgraduate
study are indeed affected by social class at the aggregate level. The possibility must be left
open that social class does not really matter for entry to postgraduate study. After all, here I
am writing my thesis.

The ostensible focus of the research then, is whether social class affects entry to
postgraduate study. This is important because educational attainment in modern societies
generally leads to economic and social rewards which mean it is potentially a means for
the reproduction of advantage and inequality. Such a system will affect individual lives,
but it also part of the grander sweep of history and large-scale social change to which so
much of sociology has been addressed. The question of who gains postgraduate

qualifications from universities is a part, albeit a small one, of this broader story.

Organisation of the thesis

Against this background, in the next chapter, Chapter 2, I sketch out the origins and
development of postgraduate study and its place within the university. In considering the
medieval university, what we now call postgraduate study is an anachronism, although
masters and doctorates existed. I show that the modern concept of postgraduate education
is relatively recent and situate the growth of postgraduate study within the broader trends

of education and social change in which higher education has been both catalyst and
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reactant. Finally I identify the main patterns and trends affecting contemporary
postgraduate education in the UK in order to ensure a proper context is given for the
analysis of patterns of participation by social class which are presented in later chapters.

Chapter 3 reviews sociological knowledge and theory about the relationship
between social class and education. Here I outline notions of ‘persistent’, ‘maximally
maintained’ and ‘effectively maintained’ inequality and that of ‘credential inflation’. I also
consider the difference between ‘primary’ and ‘secondary’ effects and suggest that
questions of institutional ‘tracking’ are likely to be important in understanding access to
postgraduate study but note the key role of prior educational attainment. I review the main
sociological theories which will be tested in the thesis, Goldthorpe’s relative risk aversion
theory and Bourdieu’s cultural capital theory. I also summarise the small amount of
previous research on social class and postgraduate study.

Chapter 4 describes the datasets used and justifies their appropriateness for
addressing my research questions. It also describes the online survey and explains how and
why this was constructed and implemented. Part of this discussion involves a reflection on
the ontology and epistemology of the concept of social class, where I argue that adopting
the National Statistics Socioeconomic Classification (NS-SEC) operationalisation of
occupational social class is the most practical option, despite some misgivings about its
theoretical basis. Together, the three datasets give a picture of the background of
postgraduate students which is both broad and deep. I conclude that the use of secondary
data and an online survey considerably extend the scope of what is achievable to a lone
doctoral researcher. However problems were experienced with missing data and
nonresponse and in Chapter 5 I investigate why this might be the case and put in place
various measures to mitigate and adjust for shortcomings in the datasets.

The analysis of social class differences in progression from a first degree to

postgraduate study begins in Chapter 5, where I show that, at the aggregate level there are
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class differences in progression to higher degrees and the Postgraduate Certificate in
Education (PGCE). In Chapter 6 I make a trivariate examination of a number of candidate
intervening variables which might account for and diminish the aggregate social class
differences and find that controlling for academic factors (subject discipline, institution and
classification of the first degree) substantially reduces social class inequalities in
progression to postgraduate study.

In Chapter 7 a range of multivariate models are fitted to the data to investigate
further the factors associated with progression to a postgraduate degree. Multinomial
models are fitted to account for the range of possible outcomes for a new graduate, which
include further study, unemployment or employment. Partly because first degree institution
shows up as important in the analyses, multilevel models are also fitted in recognition of
the ‘nesting’ of first degree graduates in institutions. Both sets of models confirm the
findings in Chapter 6 that the apparent effect of social class on progression to postgraduate
study seems largely to operate through academic factors, although there is some residual
effect and class differences in progression to a PGCE are less easily accounted for.
Analysis of reported motivations for entering postgraduate study show little social class
difference amongst either those progressing immediately to further study or current
postgraduates. However comparison of the social class of current postgraduates shows
clear differences from the first degree graduates, suggesting a shift to social class
exclusivity in later transitions.

This is pursued in more detail in Chapter 8, where the results of the online survey
of current postgraduates are analysed. Here it is shown that postgraduates’ parents are very
highly qualified themselves and those from professional/managerial homes are
substantially overrepresented. The postgraduates’ current circumstances are investigated,
with special attention paid to financial matters. Postgraduates from a working-class

background appear less likely to have student debts, but there were few social class
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differences in source of funding for postgraduate study. Institution again looms large in
influencing entry to postgraduate study as graduates of ‘old’ universities are heavily
overrepresented among respondents to the survey.

In the concluding chapter, Chapter 9, I review my findings in relation to the
concepts and theories examined in Chapter 3 and summarise the implications of the study
for the sociologies of education and stratification. I highlight the implications of my
conclusions for policy. Although evidence of social class inequality in access to
postgraduate study is uncovered, part of this will be attributed to differential attainment
and subject choice. However an important role emerges for first-degree institution. A key
finding is the apparent increase in social class inequalities in later entry to postgraduate
study. My results will only partly support the sociological theories I set out to test,

suggesting some new interpretations and avenues for further investigation.
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2 Postgraduate study in context

Introduction

This chapter traces the development of postgraduate study in the context of the rise of the
university as an institution, from its origins in medieval times to an outline of the
contemporary UK postgraduate landscape. It provides a context and necessary factual
detail about postgraduate study to inform the chapters which follow. Chapter 3 will focus
on sociological debates and explanations of the persistent relationship between social class
and educational attainment. In the current chapter, I show that universities and university
education are intimately connected to the broader patterns of social change and social
mobility which concern the sociologies of stratification and education. I also describe the
key features and characteristics of UK postgraduate education today.

There are six main sections. The first gives a brief overview of the emergence of
universities and the phenomenal period of growth which they have experienced in the last
150 years or so. This process was closely associated with broader social changes and in the
second section I illustrate how these both impacted on and grew out of higher education.
Growth was not experienced equally across all groups in the population: higher education’s
role has, according to sociologists, always been partly about social differentiation (Halsey,
1992) or indeed consecration of an elite (Bourdieu, 1996). Understanding this history will
help to situate contemporary patterns of access to postgraduate study by social class in
their broader social context. The third section below on ‘the widening base of student
recruitment’ reviews historical inequalities in access to higher education, showing that
differences by social class appear most resistant to change.

Despite being necessarily embedded in their host societies and thus subject to the

forces of social, historical and economic change which affect those societies, universities
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can also usefully be considered as part of a relatively autonomous system, or as Bourdieu
(1988) would have it, a ‘field’ of the social system. Thus postgraduate study is also
affected by practices and forces which are endogenous to higher education, related to the
organisation of studies, institutional arrangements and differences between academic
disciplines. To give a banal example, the separation of university studies into various
levels (sub-degree, undergraduate, postgraduate taught, postgraduate research) has largely,
if not entirely, emerged through debates internal to higher education itself. These
peculiarities of higher education in general and postgraduate study in particular need to be
understood in order properly to investigate patterns of entry to postgraduate education. The
sections ‘the emergence of postgraduate studies’ and ‘postgraduate study today’ provide
the necessary background. Finally, since it differs substantially from the regime at
undergraduate level, I describe the funding support available to postgraduate students.

I begin by considering the emergence of the university as an institution and its rise
to increasing social, political and economic prominence by the beginning of the twenty-

first century.

The rise of universities

Given the momentous social and technological changes and devastating wars which
characterised it, claiming that the twentieth century was the century of the university is
certainly an exaggeration. Nevertheless, in terms of the millennium of university history
since the founding of the University of Bologna in 1088, the twentieth century is
undoubtedly the single most important. It marked an institutionalisation of the production
of knowledge in western society and an exponential growth in the number of students and
higher education institutions. From a niche role as the training ground for the clergy,

lawyers and physicians (and perhaps by the late eighteenth century as a finishing school for
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the sons of the gentry), universities in the twentieth century became mainstream
institutions with a global reach.

In the United Kingdom, at the turn of the twentieth century there were just a
handful of universities: in England, Oxford, Cambridge, Durham, Manchester and London,
plus a few university colleges which would become full universities prior to 1914 (Stevens,
2004); in Scotland St. Andrews, Aberdeen, Edinburgh and Glasgow; the University of
Wales; and in Ireland the Queen’s University in Belfast (Graham, 2002; Ross, 2003b;
Stevens, 2004). This compares to 169 university-level institutions in 2008 (UUK, 2008),
with several colleges of higher education receiving university designation since then.

Student numbers in British universities at the turn of the century stood at around
20,000; there was some increase in numbers so that by the 1920s there were over 40,000
university students, but in the two decades to the end of World War Two growth was only
slight (Ross, 2003b). By contrast, total student numbers in UK HEIs in 2006/07 stood at
almost 2.5 million, an increase of more than a hundredfold. Many individual universities
now have more students than there were in the whole country in 1900. Figure 2.1 charts
this staggering growth in student numbers. The scale of the graph hides the rapid relative
growth in the century to 1950, but captures well the take-off in numbers following the
establishment of new institutions and revision of admission criteria and funding
arrangements associated with the Anderson and Robbins reports of 1960 and 1963
respectively. Of course there has been some shift in the nature of aspects of non-degree
higher education, such as teacher training and higher technical courses: whilst these are
now largely incorporated into the higher education sector, they were not considered in the
same way in the past. General population growth over the period in question was

substantial,’ as was the expansion of secondary schooling, which did not become

* The UK population in 1861 was around 29 million (including Ireland) (Mitchell, 1971, p.9); by the first
decade of the twentieth century it was around 38 million (Office for National Statistics, 2004, Table 1.7, p.
19); by mid-2007 the UK population was almost 61 million (National Statistics, 2008).
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compulsory and free until 1944 (Jones, 2003). However neither is close to providing a
sufficient explanation for higher education expansion as measured in age-cohort
participation rates. Lowe (1983) estimates that 0.185% of 20-24 year-olds went to
university in 1861, equivalent to 185 out of every 100,000 in that age group.” By 1901, this
had risen to around 0.8% and 4.0% by 1962 (Committee on Higher Education, 1963). The
provisional participation rate for 2007/08 for England was 43% (Department for
Innovation, Universities and Skills, 2009); it is higher in Scotland. Whilst there are some
differences in how these figures were calculated, these do not materially affect the
conclusion that there was staggering growth in participation in higher education across the
150 year period.

State expenditure on higher education has also mushroomed in the UK. Oxford and
Cambridge traditionally supported themselves via the large endowments of the colleges
and the levy of tuition fees. State support in the late nineteenth century was limited to tiny
grants to the university colleges.® Expenditures increased through the twentieth century,
including direct grants to higher education institutions and fees and maintenance support to
students. The establishment of the University Grants Committee in 1919 signalled a
significant increase in government financial commitment and by the late 1930s around
one-third of university expenditure was provided by the state (Perkin, 1983). The Robbins
report estimated that state expenditure on higher education in 1962/63 was some £219
million per annum (Committee on Higher Education, 1963); by 1979/80 university income
was over £1 billion per annum (Halsey, 1988); in 2003/04 it comprised around 0.8% of
Gross Domestic Product (UUK, 2008). In England alone, the Higher Education Funding
Council for England will spend almost £8 billion in 2009/10 (HEFCE, 2009a).

As these statistics on student numbers and financial turnover show, there was a

phenomenal growth in the prominence of universities during the twentieth century. This

> Interestingly the participation rate just prior to the English Civil War is thought to have been much higher,
at around 1.1% of the age group (Perkin, 1983).
% For instance, a total of £15,000 was disbursed to the university colleges in 1889 (Stevens, 2004).
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take-off accelerated in the UK during the 1960s, with growth continuing throughout the
remainder of the century. One might concur with Halsey (1992) that there had been a
‘decline of donnish dominion’; but at the same time as the influence of university-based
public intellectuals was in decline, higher education’s overall significance in Britain and

other societies grew and grew.

Higher education, social change and social reproduction

The university as an institution has clearly exploded in size and importance over the last
century. Perkin (1983, p.218) goes so far as to suggest that the transformation had turned
universities from “a finishing school for young gentlemen” prior to 1900 to “the central
power house of modern industry and society” following the First World War. This rapid
shift to centre-stage has been accounted for by scholars in differing, but not necessarily
mutually exclusive, ways. Many of the factors cited are exogenous, although as expansion
proceeds some identify endogenous factors such as institutions’ desire to achieve financial
sustainability through growth and the need to create careers for graduates in new subjects.
One perspective sees universities as filling the space vacated by the church in increasingly
secularised western nations, providing scholarly training, a form of legitimation of the state
(or at least of the allocation of state offices on grounds of merit rather than patronage or the
purchase of sinecure) and a separate, albeit subaltern power base to that of business, e.g.
(Bourdieu, 1988, 1996). Others point to the demand for increasingly skilled intellectual
workers for jobs requiring mental rather than physical labour (e.g. Lowe, 1983); higher
education (particularly science) as a source of national pride and potential military and
economic advantage (e.g. Simpson, 1983); increased disposable incomes permitting
consumption of education as a good (Jarausch, 1983); and credential inflation as people try

to secure an advantage in the labour market through the possession of higher and higher
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qualifications, (e.g. Collins, 1979; Wolf, 2002). Wolf argues that this latter factor is the
most important. She contends that the case for higher education’s centrality in ensuring
economic growth has not been adequately made, but that nonetheless:

as long as university remains the best...way of getting a crack at desirable

occupations, then enrolments will stay buoyant no matter how badly paid some

university graduates are. Middle-class families now perceive degrees as a necessity
for their children; more and more of a government’s key voters consequently have

a stake in maintaining the value of acquiring them....None of this makes it likely

that a modern democratic government will prune its university sector.

(Wolf, 2002, p. 198).
Thus as the basis for maintaining or advancing one’s socio-economic standing shifts, at
least for those outside the very wealthiest stratum, from direct inheritance to the possession
of educational qualifications (Heath et al, 1992; Marshall, 1997), the importance of the
university and its degrees increases, beginning an upward spiral of credential inflation. As
detailed below, there is some evidence that this has recently reached the postgraduate level,
at least in terms of absolute numbers of qualifications awarded.

Regardless of whether shifts in the social class structure of Western industrialised
societies and the expansion of higher education are part of the same causal nexus or not,
they are undoubtedly coeval. Two sea-changes are evident in the British labour force
during the twentieth century. The first is a massive increase in women’s formal
employment, both in terms of hours worked and occupations entered, a trend accompanied
by women’s progress in educational terms. The second is a substantial decline in the
proportion of workers employed in manual occupations in the manufacturing and
agricultural industries, with service sector and ‘white collar’ roles taking up the slack.
Reviewing the period 1911 — 1981, Price and Bain (1988) report a decline in the proportion
of the workforce in Great Britain in manual occupations from almost three-quarters to less
than a half. Agriculture, employing around 10% of the workforce in 1911 had shrunk to

around 1% by 2004 (Office for National Statistics, 2004, table 4.12, p. 52). A

complimentary growth in the service industries was witnessed, including massive increases
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in the proportion of the labour force engaged in managerial and professional roles across
the century. The rise of what Goldthorpe and collaborators designate the ‘service class’
(e.g. Goldthorpe, 1987; Halsey et al, 1980) is associated with these changes. This class is
comprised of higher professionals, senior managers and administrators who enjoy good
market and work conditions and ‘relative autonomy’ and are generally highly-qualified.

Jarausch (1983) holds that the universities played a key role in the establishment
and growth of the professions and hence the professional classes, with the older (higher)
professions such as law and medicine consolidating their academic credentials and the
newer professions seeking an academicisation of their training (e.g. teaching, social work
and so on — a process still evident today). Perkin (1983, p.211) concurs, identifying
academics as “the key profession, the profession which provides both the expertise and the
experts for most of the other professions”.

‘New money’ in the form of business began to have an impression on the university
during the period from 1850, although it would be some time before a substantial
proportion of university graduates moved into employment in commerce and industry. The
foundation of the civic universities from the late nineteenth century onwards was partly
due to pressure from local business communities for suitable training schools (sic) and
often relied on large endowments from businesses or wealthy individuals. These trends
were resisted at Oxford and Cambridge, but reached them eventually, not least through a
rapid broadening of the subjects taught and researched to include the natural sciences,
engineering and the social sciences, displacing gradually the arts and theology (Perkin,
1983).

Thus the late modern university in Britain broke with its earlier modern and
medieval forbears, moving from being an essentially Anglican institution catering to the
aristocracy to one engaged with pursuits more suited to the requirements of the middle-

classes who formed its new clientele: training for (a wider group of) the professions,
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research, provision of a scientific or liberal education suitable for an academic career itself
or placement in an expanding civil service; and to a lesser extent employment in business.
Its growth coincides with these shifts in the social structure and changing patterns of social

mobility.

The widening base of student recruitment?

Whilst as we shall see, universities continue to recruit from a relatively narrow section of
society, the years since 1826 have seen a gradual broadening of the social profile of the
student body. Initially this included the admittance of non-conformist students (mainly
Roman Catholics and Jews) with the establishment of University College London and later
with Acts of Parliament opening Oxford and Cambridge to ‘dissenters’ (McLelland, 1973).
In 1878, London became the first institution to admit women and in 1900 30% of London’s
students were female (University of London: a brief history, n.d.). Egerton and Halsey
(1993) argue that the increase in female participation across the twentieth century is one of
the key features of recent university history and in absolute terms women now outnumber
men among the study body (Higher Education Statistics Agency, 2009). Looking at overall
participation, minority ethnic groups are well represented among the student body, with all
non-white groups having higher initial participation rates than the white majority (Connor
et al, 2004).

As will be shown later however, the position for access by those from different
social class backgrounds is not so straightforward and there is evidence that relative
disadvantage in access to university has persisted throughout the twentieth century
(Egerton and Halsey, 1993; Ross, 2003a, b). Nevertheless, the proportion of the entire
student body of those from lower social class backgrounds has risen dramatically in the last

hundred years. This was initially the onward march of the middle classes at the expense of
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the aristocracy, as student recruitment reflected the transformation of the nature of the
institution (see above). Since the 1960s, there has been an absolute increase in participation
by the working classes, mainly through expansion of the system rather than relative
improvement at the expense of the middle classes — in other words, the working class has
been able to achieve access where this has not been at the expense of students from more
privileged backgrounds (Marsh and Blackburn, 1992; Ross, 2003a, b; Shavit et al, 2007).

Prior to 1900, there were virtually no working-class students. Perkin (1983) reports
that there was one student from a ‘plebeian’ background at Oxford in 1835, but none in
1860.” Jarausch (1983) quotes a zero participation rate for the ‘lower class’ in 1870 and
1890 in Britain. This situation was well-captured by Thomas Hardy, whose Jude the
Obscure, stonemason and poor country orphan, seeks entry to the university at
‘Christminster’, based on his self-taught knowledge of the classics. His letter of application
is dismissed in reply by the Master of Biblioll (sic) College thus:

SIR,--1 have read your letter with interest; and, judging from your description of

yourself as a working-man, I venture to think that you will have a much better

chance of success in life by remaining in your own sphere and sticking to your

trade than by adopting any other course. That, therefore, is what I advise you to do.

(Hardy, 1998 [1895], p.117)

The main shift in the social class composition of the student body prior to the First World
War was instead the trend towards displacement of the upper-class by the upper- and to
some extent lower-middle classes. A part of this shift can be accounted for in the growth of
student numbers overall and the small size of the upper class, but this growth itself reflects
a shift away from aristocratic exclusivity.

By 1930, only around one-third of upper-class young people were entering higher

education, suggesting that their peers were being displaced by bright children from the

lower (mainly the middle) social classes. Whilst in the same year, around one-quarter of

7 Perkin notes, in contrast, that the situation in Scotland was far different, with around one-third of Glasgow’s
students in the 1830s being of working-class origin, although he points out that the Scottish universities’
‘undergraduate’ studies were closer to those of secondary school, catering for those aged between 12 and 17
— described by one contemporary source as “miserable filthy little urchins” (Perkin, 1983, pp. 208 — 209)!
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university students were from manual backgrounds, the much larger size of the manual
working class compared to the middle and upper classes of the period meant that cohort
participation rates were vastly different, with those from professional backgrounds being
something like 30 times more likely to enter university (Perkin, 1983). In the 1960s,
participation rates for those from a Social Class I (higher professional) background were
estimated at 45% compared to 4% for those from Social Class IIIM (skilled manual)
(Committee on Higher Education, 1963).

British governments — or at least government-initiated committees such as Robbins
and Dearing and ‘buffer’ bodies such as the funding councils — have taken an interest in
access to higher education and participation rates, albeit intermittently. The Robbins report
led to a rapid and large-scale expansion of higher education, based on the principle that a
degree should be open to anyone qualified to undertake one. A latent demand was
identified in the report, based on the ‘wasted potential’ of those from lower social class
backgrounds who were shown to be achieving as well as their higher class peers where
school and measured ‘intelligence’ were held constant, but were not accessing the
necessary schools (the grammars) in the first place (Ross, 2003b).

The increase in the number of higher education institutions and funded places
which followed Robbins did lead to an increase in the number of those from working-class
homes going to university. The participation rate for those from Social Class IIIM (skilled
manual) backgrounds almost quintupled between the early Sixties and 1995/96 from 4% to
18%. However while there was an absolute increase in participation, the relativities did not
shift radically, since the rate for those from Social Class I backgrounds increased from
45% to 79% (Robertson and Hillman, 1997, table 1.2; Ross, 2003a). Research has shown
that the relative chances (‘odds’) of accessing higher education according to social class
background have remained virtually constant in the half-century following the Second

World War (Blackburn and Jarman, 1993; Halsey, 1993; Ross, 2003a). Recent
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investigation of participation looking at micro-areas has confirmed a continuing wide
disparity in higher education participation rates between affluent and deprived areas: these
varied, when measured in units of parliamentary constituencies, between 8% at the lowest
to 69% at the highest (HEFCE, 2005a). There continue to be large differences between
social classes in higher education participation rates (Chowdry et al, 2008; Gorard et al,
2006).

The general pattern then is one of massive increases in participation generally, with
the position of women and religious and ethnic minorities improving to parity (and then
beyond) by the end of the century. However social class remains an apparently constant
relative source of inequality in higher education participation. Sociological accounts of
why this might be so — and how it might apply to postgraduate studies — will be considered
in the following chapter. Before considering these accounts, it is essential that the key
characteristics of postgraduate study are understood, beginning with its relatively late

appearance as an important aspect of higher education.

The emergence of postgraduate studies

Formal study beyond the first degree level, whilst not an invention of the twentieth
century, did not take root until after the First World War. In the medieval university, there
were no ‘postgraduates’ as such — a single qualification existed, designated either ‘master’
or “doctor’, the title varying internationally,® possession of which gave entry to the ‘guild’
of scholars. Distinctions of level did begin to emerge, but these were essentially between

subjects: the ‘higher’ faculties of law, medicine and theology began to award doctorates,”’

¥ Those based on the Parisian university model (which included Oxford and Cambridge) used ‘master’;
Bolognese-style institutions used ‘doctor’ (Simpson, 1983).

’ This change is reflected today in common language, with the possessor of a bachelors degree in
medicine/surgery referred to as ‘doctor’.
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whilst the ‘lower’ faculty of arts'® continued to award the masters degree. The bachelorship
appeared initially as signifying completion of a foundation level of study and was usually
awarded around the age of eighteen. On the continent this less demanding work would
shift back to the schools in time,'' but in England at least, it became more demanding,
replacing the mastership which eventually became a mere formality determined by length
of residence.'” In Scotland the bachelors degree never took hold and the undergraduate
masters qualification remains the norm (Simpson, 1983)."

The University of London was the English pioneer for postgraduate degrees,
introducing an earned MA and later a DSc for the science faculty (equivalent in level to the
MA). A DLit (sic) followed. Oxford and Cambridge were slower to respond, beginning
initially with bachelors degrees by research, primarily intended for graduates of other
institutions who wished to become Oxbridge graduates without sitting for the formal
examinations (which continued to be composed of an academically conservative mix of
classics and mathematics). However with individual exceptions, both ancient universities
were unenthusiastic and were largely reacting to pressure from the various Royal
Commissions on their condition which reported in the mid-nineteenth century (Simpson,
1983).

The birth of the PhD degree in Britain can be pinpointed to the day, its creation
being a resolution of a meeting of the United Kingdom Universities Conference on 18 May
1917 called especially to deliberate the need for a ‘lower’ doctorate.'* This unusually
concerted action by the universities was in response largely to Foreign Office pressure,

itself motivated by fears about superior German intellectual, scientific and consequently

' Arts here covering all other subjects, including the natural sciences.

' As can be seen in the etymology of the French school-leaving qualification, the baccalaureate.

"2 This arrangement remains in Oxford and Cambridge to the present day, although it is much criticised.

3 A recent trend in England and Wales has been the awarding of ‘advanced undergraduate’ masters degrees
in science and engineering subjects on completion of a four- rather than the standard three-year degree. These
qualifications have titles such as MEng and MChem (Master of Engineering and Master of Chemistry
respectively).

' This body was the precursor of the Committee of Vice-Chancellors and Principals, which has subsequently
been re-named Universities UK, the representative body of British universities.
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military resources (Simpson, 1983). The episode demonstrates neatly how the provision of
postgraduate study is often far from being motivated by ‘pure’ intellectual concerns but
rather can emerge as the result of economic and political pressures. This brief history also
shows that postgraduate study, particularly the contemporary distinction between research
degrees, taught higher degrees and other postgraduate qualifications, is relatively new.

In fact the emergence and growth of postgraduate study as a distinct activity
mirrors closely the take-off of the university in general in the twentieth century (see Figure
2.2). As with overall student numbers, obtaining accurate estimates of the postgraduate
population is difficult due to changes in their method of derivation. One can have more
confidence in later statistics, particularly since the establishment of HESA (and its
predecessor the Universities Statistical Record) which introduced consistency and census-
like coverage. These difficulties aside, there is nonetheless a fairly clear pattern of
staggering growth almost certainly robust to the various errors which will have distorted
published statistics.

Robbins argued for the rapid expansion of postgraduate numbers citing a mix of
technocratic and sociological justifications: the need for a more highly trained scientific
workforce; provision of well-qualified staff to support undergraduate expansion; and

a natural presumption that the demand for postgraduate study will increase

[...since] every increase of educational opportunity at one level leads almost at

once to a demand for more opportunity at a higher level”

(Committee on Higher Education, 1963., pp. 100 — 101).

The Committee called for an increase in taught courses, provision of more state
support for postgraduate fees and maintenance and for some professionalisation of the
organisation of postgraduate studies. Rudd notes however that by 1967 the UGC was
counselling against taking too many graduate students since Robbins’ targets had already
been achieved and undergraduate expansion ought to be prioritised (Rudd, 1975). By 1996,

when Harris’s Review of Postgraduate Education was published, there was no directive on
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whether postgraduate numbers should be expanded or contracted; rather the focus was on
assuring the quality of provision and avoiding the cross-subsidy of postgraduate study from
funds provided for full-time undergraduate students, where numbers had been tightly
capped. The resulting funding model meant, at least in England, that the market for home
postgraduates was essentially a free one, with no specific controls on numbers or tuition
fees, with the exception of the PGCE.

In considering the emergence and growth of postgraduate study, it is worth noting
the establishment of the polytechnics in the 1960s. These institutions were largely
amalgams of existing technical colleges and colleges of education and were intended to
provide degree and sub-degree technical education. Thirty were designated in a white
paper of 1966, to be under local authority control. They were intended to provide a
separate but equal higher education option in a binary system, which would not, unlike a
unitary system, replicate institutional hierarchies (Halsey, 1988; Ross, 2003a; Stevens,
2004). The subsequent history of the polytechnics manifests two ironies for this policy.
Firstly the binary divide appears to have confirmed rather than negated institutional status
hierarchies in higher education, reflected inter alia in patterns of recruitment by social
class and ethnicity, income and official and unofficial ratings of quality and prestige. The
second irony is the ‘mission drift’ exhibited by the polytechnics towards the ‘traditional’
model of a higher education institution."” Thus ‘academic’ subjects began to appear
alongside the existing technical and vocational disciplines and there was a desire to
become more research intensive and increase postgraduate numbers. As missions drifted
towards those of the universities, so did the social class composition of the student body.
These trends were formalised in 1988 when the Conservative government enabled

‘incorporation’ of the polytechnics, granting freedom from local authority control and

"> This trend replicated very closely the move of an earlier swathe of ‘new’ universities — the ‘civic’
universities which were promoted from university college status over the period 1880 — 1930 — towards
‘purer’ academic study and away from the more technical/industrial/vocational slant which their founders
(usually industrial philanthropists) had desired (Lowe, 1983).
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direct funding, a process completed in 1992 with the award of university status to all of the
polytechnics (Ross, 2003a; Stevens, 2004). By 1994/95, these ‘public sector’ institutions
accounted for around 30% of postgraduate students in England (calculated from HEFCE et
al, 1996, Annex D)'® and recent growth in numbers has been faster in this part of the sector
(Sastry, 2004a). These distinctions of institutional status will assume importance in the
later analytical chapters.

A final development was the establishment, in 1969 of the Open University,
intended as a means of making higher education accessible to anyone, regardless of level
of qualification, with teaching taking place at a distance. Taught postgraduate
qualifications were introduced in the 1980s; research degrees can be taken full-time in
Milton Keynes or by distance learning (The Open University, History of the OU, n.d.). The
OU is the UK’s largest university: in 2008/09 it had over 180,000 students, more than
30,000 of them postgraduates (The Open University, The Purpose of the OU, n.d.) and
accounted for around 20% of MBA students in the UK (The Open University, History of
the OU, n.d.). Its sheer size together with its mainly part-time and distance-learning
character makes it a significant player in UK postgraduate education.

To conclude this section, it has been shown that postgraduate study is a relatively
recent phenomenon which has emerged and grown rapidly in a manner matching the
overall rise in student numbers across the last century. Student funding has been sparse in
comparison with undergraduate study although apparently this has not deterred growth.
Whilst postgraduate degrees were traditionally the preserve of the older, well-established
institutions, increasingly new institutions, such as the polytechnic foundations and the

Open University have become a presence within postgraduate education.

'® <Old’ universities accounted for around 55% of postgraduate students in the same year, the HE college
sector comprised around 10% and the Open University 5%.
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Postgraduate study today

In 2006/07 there were well over half-a-million postgraduate students studying at higher
education institutions in the UK. Around 375,000 were from the UK, 48,000 were from the
European Union with 136,000 coming from elsewhere overseas. The Postgraduate Initial
Participation Rate for English-domiciled 17 — 30 year olds at UK higher education
institutions has remained between 8% and 9% since 1999/2000 (Figure 2.3). Men’s initial
participation rate is lower than women’s. More than one in every five higher education
students is a postgraduate (HESA, 2009). However, without wishing to overstate the
homogeneity of undergraduate study, it is nevertheless valid to characterise postgraduate
study in the UK as being markedly more complex, with a wide range of types of
qualification available and variations by subject, institution and mode of study apparent.
These complexities make consideration of patterns of access to postgraduate study
generally trickier than for the undergraduate level. It is worth considering the detail in
order that observed patterns of postgraduate participation can be properly contextualised,
thus avoiding the fallacy which would result from misattributing such differences to, for
example, social class effects.

Two recent statistical overviews of postgraduate study in the UK (Artess et al,
2008; Sastry, 2004a) draw out the complexity evident in postgraduate study and inform the
following account. As alluded to above, the nomenclature employed for postgraduate
qualifications can be confusing, something recognised by the Dearing Committee which
recommended standardisation. A masters degree for instance can refer to a four-year
Scottish undergraduate qualification; an ‘enhanced’ undergraduate degree in a science
subject, based on four years of study; a first degree from Oxford or Cambridge where the
graduate has fulfilled certain residential or temporal obligations; a full-time one-year

‘earned’ taught postgraduate qualification; a two-year full time taught degree; or a one- or
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Figure 2.3: Postgraduate Initial Participation Rate for English domiciled 17-30 year old
first time participants in Postgraduate Courses at UK Higher Education Institutions
1999/00 - 2007/08
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Source: DIUS (2009, supplementary table C, p. 17). Note that figures for 2007/08 are provisional.

two-year full-time research degree. There are a vast array of diplomas, certificates and
other qualifications, often with little consistency in the length and nature of study across
qualification titles, even within the same institution. The Dearing recommendation led the
Quality Assurance Agency for Higher Education to establish a National Qualifications
Framework, setting out various levels of postgraduate study and seeking to ensure that the
appropriate titles were used for each. A particular concern was to distinguish between
qualifications which were postgraduate in level as opposed to time. The typical example is
the PGCE, which covers material similar to that in a Bachelor of Education degree
conferring Qualified Teacher Status, but requires that entrants have a first degree in a
substantive subject other than education. According to the Quality Assurance Agency for
Higher Education, such a course should be designated a Graduate Certificate in Education

rather than Postgraduate (QAA, 2000). Another case in point is the Master of Business
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Administration degree, which is usually a kind of conversion course aimed at graduates in
subjects other than business studies who have acquired some professional experience.'” In
these and most other cases the QAA’s framework does not appear to have been effective,
presumably because of the marketing value of designating a qualification as postgraduate -
and so inconsistency continues. A further relatively recent innovation is the taught or
‘professional’ doctorate, generally offered on a part-time basis over four or five years in
professional subjects and comprising taught courses and a much smaller thesis than that
demanded for the PhD. Such qualifications typically adopt names reflecting their content —
EdD, EngD, DBA'® and so on. Finally attempts have been made to introduce a ‘new route’
PhD based on four years of study and including a significant taught element in a model
similar to the North American doctorate. To circumvent the difficulties posed by naming
conventions most parties classify postgraduate programmes according to the scheme
adopted by HESA for characterising ‘qualification aim’, as shown in table 2.1. A weakness
with this approach is that it is impossible to distinguish between ‘genuine’ masters degrees
which require a first degree in the same subject for admission and conversion courses
which impose no such constraint.

Some of the differences in types of postgraduate qualification coincide with
differences in subject and mode of study. For example, diploma and certificate courses are
much more likely to be taken part-time and to be in vocationally-oriented subjects; other
subjects have few or no such qualifications available. Whilst research degrees are offered
in almost all higher education subjects, the balance of taught and research students across
them differs markedly as do absolute numbers. The physical sciences generally have a high
proportion of research students for instance whereas in law or business studies there tend to

be mainly taught students.

'7 An anomaly here is the case of Law: professional conversion courses for graduates (such as the College of
Law’s Graduate Diploma in Law) are not always covered by HESA.
' Doctor of Education, Doctor of Engineering and Doctor of Business Administration respectively.
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Table 2.1: UK-domiciled postgraduate students by qualification aim, 2004/05

Qualification aim Number of students
Doctorate by research 40,370
Taught doctorate 1,880
Masters by research 11,325
Taught masters 146,680
Postgraduate diploma or certificate (not PGCE) 70,830
Professional qualifications 12,060
PGCE 35,805

Other 14,225

Total 333,175

Source: HESA Student Record 2004/05

In fact subject differences are apparent however one wishes to disaggregate the
postgraduate student body: overseas students, women, ethnic minorities and part-time
students are distributed differently across subjects. Moreover the subject distribution of
postgraduates differs markedly between postgraduate and undergraduate level such that
business studies and education alone represent over 40% of postgraduates, compared to
16% of undergraduates. Nursing, on the other hand accounts for one in every ten
undergraduates but only one in every fifty postgraduates (source: HESA Student Record,
2001/02 — 2004/05).

All these complexities are overlaid by institutional differentiation. Some subjects
are concentrated in a particular sector (e.g. medicine and dentistry is almost exclusive to
pre-1992 universities whereas media studies is heavily concentrated in the post-1992
universities). Likewise research student numbers are much larger in the old universities
where research income is higher and research activity generally more intensive. Such a
skewed distribution is also seen within the old university sector, with a few institutions
having very large numbers of research students. There are differences in the
undergraduate/postgraduate balance across institutions, some having few postgraduates,

some having quite large numbers and a few institutions being exclusively postgraduate.
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Sastry’s (2004a) review of postgraduate education in the UK shows that whilst
postgraduate study continues to grow in popularity, there has been a slight downward trend
in the proportion of first degree graduates progressing immediately to further study
(measured six months after graduation), perhaps vindicating those citing debt as a
deterrent. Growth amongst home students has been mainly at the masters level and from
amongst existing rather than new graduates. In fact for a large majority of postgraduate
students the transition from the first degree is not contiguous. Whether demand continues
to grow is in the balance: a differentiation (or credential inflation) hypothesis would see
possession of a postgraduate qualification as a means of distinguishing oneself from the
mass of first degree graduates. Sastry argues to the contrary that the market for
postgraduate qualifications is most secure where specialist professional training or
knowledge is required (e.g. the PGCE, social work, law and so on); where it is simply
intended as a signal of general intellectual potential, its value is undermined by the use of
existing discriminators by employers, such as classification of degree, institution attended
and often A-level grades. Artess et al’s (2008) review suggests this may be an accurate
interpretation, as part-time masters graduates (presumably those combining study with a
professional job) have much more lucrative labour market outcomes than those who have
done full-time courses. However Sastry does not consider whether this assessment matches
potential postgraduates’ own ex-ante impressions of the graduate labour market since these
perceptions, rather than the labour market ‘reality’, will most affect take-up. Research
among taught postgraduate qualifiers at the University of Sussex showed holders of
masters degrees felt they had achieved labour market benefits, although generally they did
not believe that their postgraduate qualification was the primary factor in obtaining

employment or promotion (Barber et al, 2004).
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Postgraduate funding

In stark contrast to the situation at undergraduate level (especially from 1960), funding for
postgraduate studies has typically been patchy. Initially, there was very little support
available: the Department for Scientific and Industrial Research'® offered less than 250
awards each year, all for research degrees; this was raised to over 400 in 1946, but is still a
small number compared to the 6,360 new awards offered by the Research Councils in
2005/06 (DIUS, 2008a, table 5.11). Funding was not available for arts subjects or for
taught higher degrees until 1957, when the Research Councils were established. The
number of awards doubled across the period 1957 — 1972 (Rudd, 1975). Without a state
award, a student would need to support herself or might obtain discretionary support from
a local authority or possibly a charity such as the Carnegie Trust in Scotland (Simpson,
1983). An exception was the one-year postgraduate Certificate in Education course
intended to train graduates as schoolteachers, which in 1961/62 accounted for around one-
quarter of all postgraduates (Committee on Higher Education, 1963).

The funding of postgraduate study today remains a complex business. The model
used for distribution of funding council money differs across the home nations and is
complicated. Although not directly relevant to this thesis, it is worth mentioning that,
except for the PGCE, postgraduate numbers are not controlled by the funding councils and
with a few exceptions there are no controls on tuition fees for home and European Union
students.”’ Funding arrangements for individuals are quite fragmented, in contrast to the

statutory tuition fee and maintenance provisions for full-time home undergraduates.”!

1 A forerunner of the Department for Innovation, Universities and Skills.

2 PGCE tuition fees are prescribed by the Government. The Research Councils stipulate the maximum
annual tuition fee they are prepared to pay for their award holders and these fees are often taken as a guide by
institutions in setting postgraduate tuition fees. However institutions are free to set their own fees, which can
reach five figures for some MBA courses. There are no controls at all on fees charged to overseas students.

2! Uniformity of student finance arrangements at undergraduate level have begun to break down after 2003,
with the four home nations having different regimes and in England, variation in the level of bursary and
grant available to students across institutions.
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Table 2.2: Sources of postgraduate funding provided by the state for home students

studying in the UK

Source

Research Councils?®

Department for
Employment and
Learning, Northern
Ireland

Student Loans
Company and Local
Education Authority ©

Training and
Development Agency
for Schools

Student Awards
Agency for Scotland ¢

General Social Care
Council; Care Council
for Wales; Scottish
Social Work Council ©

PSAS scheme’

Career Development
Loan®

Sources:

Description

Studentships for
advanced courses and
PhD providing fees
and maintenance.
Tenable at institutions
in Great Britain only.
No maintenance award
for part-time students

Value

Up to £3,300 in tuition
fee. £12,940 annual
maintenance grant
(more for students
with dependants, in
London and/or on

special schemes) for
2008/09

No. of awards

5,000 new research
awards and 1,360
advanced course
awards in 2005/06

Similar to Research Council studentships, but tenable in Northern Ireland

only

Financial support for PGCE

students

Bursary for PGCE
courses

Tuition fee support for
PGCE course

Tuition fee and
maintenance bursary
for postgraduate social
work training

Tuition fee and
maintenance grant for
specified vocational
diploma courses
(Scottish students
only)

Subsidised loan which
can be used to support
vocational courses of
up to two years
duration

# DIUS (2008a), Research Councils UK (2008)
® DELNI (Financial help for postgraduates, n.d.)
¢ Directgov (Initial Teacher Training: what financial help can you get? n.d.)
4 SAAS (The PGDE and PGDipCE, n.d.)
°SAAS (Postgraduate students — courses we do and do not support, n.d.)
"SAAS (How we allocate the financial support available, n.d.)

€ Directgov (Professional and career development loans: what are they? n.d.).
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Same basis as for undergraduate

students: loans for fees and

maintenance

£4,000 - £9,000
depending on
subject/level

On same basis as
undergraduate courses

Means-tested.

Up to £3,315 in tuition
fees; up to £4,660 in
maintenance
depending upon
circumstances for
2008/09

Loan amount of
between £300 and
£8,000

Equivalent to number
of TDA-funded places

Not set

Varies

Approx. 1,600 quota
awards for specified
courses in Scotland;
up to 120 awards for
courses outside
Scotland; 300 awards
for Diploma in Legal
Practice

Not set



Postgraduates are eligible for neither student loans nor maintenance grants and associated
welfare benefits such as allowances for dependants.”” State support for postgraduates is
limited. Table 2.2 gives details.

As will be evident from Table 2.2, there is a huge disparity between the number of
postgraduate students and the number of available awards. State awards for research
students in Great Britain increased in number by 44% between 1987/88 and 2005/06 but
taught awards offered by the research councils halved over the same period (DIUS, 2008a,
table 5.11) and the number of higher degree students more than doubled (see Figure 2.2).
Some of the shortfall is made up by other sources of funding. These include sponsorship by
industry, charities or the public sector and awards which HEIs themselves offer to attract
students. Such awards are usually limited to research students often being associated with a
particular research grant, especially in the sciences. Nevertheless, over 40% of home and
EU research students have no support for payment of tuition fees (Sastry, 2004a), although
the prevalence of self-funding varies by subject (Roberts, 2002).” A study of PhD
completion rates in the UK found a significant association between sponsorship and timely
completion (HEFCE, 2005b). Aside from those taking the PGCE, most full-time taught
students have no sponsorship. Part-time students are even more likely to be paying for
themselves, although about one in five are sponsored by an employer.

Sastry (2004a, b) reports a slight decline in the number of new home full-time
research students across the period 1995/96 to 2002/03,>* despite an increase in the number
of first- and upper-second class honours degrees awarded over the same period
(comprising the notional pool). This apparent stagnation in PhD recruitment was
accompanied by allegations of a decline in the quality of those recruited. Together these

concerns prompted the Government to request Sir Gareth Roberts to undertake a review of

2 Some of the benefits provided for disabled students are available for postgraduates also.

2 In a few subjects there may be more awards available than suitable candidates (Iain Cameron, RCUK,
personal communication).

** There has been a small growth in the number of PhDs awarded to home students however, suggesting
improvement in completion rates for doctoral study.
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labour supply in science, engineering and technology (Roberts, 2002). A major conclusion
of his report was that PhD recruitment difficulties were real and were likely to be based on
financial cost/benefit decision making by potential doctoral students who found the level of
PhD stipend (and possibly academic salaries) unattractive in comparison to the
remuneration available in paid employment. As a result of the report the Research Councils
introduced enhanced stipends, worth at least £12,000 gross per annum in 2005/06, the level
being close to that of the average graduate starting salary after tax. It is perhaps too soon to
determine whether this has increased the quantity and quality of PhD students in areas
suffering from recruitment problems. Looking at a slightly different period to Sastry,
Artess et al (2008) and HEFCE (2009b) did find modest growth in UK-domiciled doctoral
registrations in the period 1996/97 to 2005/06, but this 10% increase was well below the
rate of growth for masters degrees across these years.

Another factor mentioned in the review was graduate debt. There has been a well-
documented increase in levels of indebtedness incurred by those undertaking a first degree
coinciding with changes to the funding arrangements for full-time first degree study in the
UK. Maintenance grants were frozen in 1990 and student loans phased-in, with loans
replacing grants entirely in 1998. A means-tested annual tuition fee of £1,000 was
introduced in the same year in response to the Dearing Report of 1997. The Higher
Education Act of 2004 made provision for re-introduction of means-tested grants but also
allowed an increase in tuition fees to a maximum of £3,000 (again means-tested). The
combination of student loans with more traditional forms of student borrowing such as
bank overdrafts and credit cards have led to average debt levels on graduation increasing
by 350% between 1996 and 2003 to £8,700 (Centre for Higher Education Research and
Information and London South Bank University, 2005) although an estimate for 2005 put
mean debt slightly lower at £8,000 (Callender and Wilkinson, 2007). A much larger

proportion of students now work during term-time, presumably as a result of these
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changes. Whilst there is no direct and conclusive evidence that concern about extant debt is
a disincentive to postgraduate study, Roberts and others such as the National Postgraduate
Committee (Darwen et al, 2002) have suggested that this is in fact the case. However such
a pattern has not necessarily been borne out internationally where similar funding regimes
are in place (Langlands, 2005).

Entry to postgraduate study therefore represents a substantial financial commitment
(or ‘investment’) on someone’s part, most frequently graduate students themselves. This
has not prevented huge expansion in postgraduate studies in the UK but it does signal that
financial considerations could represent a barrier to students from certain backgrounds.
Whether this is the case is an empirical question, the answer to which has important
implications for sociological theories about education, social mobility and social

reproduction. This will be developed in the next chapter.

Conclusion

This chapter has set out in detail the historical and contemporary context in which UK
postgraduate study is situated. Growth in postgraduate study represents the second wave of
an extraordinary growth in the prominence of universities, demonstrated through huge and
sustained increases in higher education participation and massive public investment across
the last century. The key relationships which underpinned the medieval university — with
the church and the aristocracy — have withered away as those groups themselves have seen
their influence wane. Concurrent shifts in the class structure of industrialised western states
have seen university degrees dominated by the children of the professional classes whilst at
the same time providing a pathway for entry into those classes. Over the last 150 years the
social basis of recruitment to universities has however widened considerably, particularly

for women, ethnic and religious minorities. Whilst absolute rates of participation for those
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from lower social class positions have improved, the position of such disadvantaged
groups relative to the service class has remained stubbornly consistent.

Postgraduate study in the UK did not commence in earnest until after the First
World War; it is essentially a twentieth century phenomenon. Postgraduate numbers saw
rapid growth in the 1960s and very rapid growth during the 1990s, alongside the
emergence of new institutions such as the polytechnics and a relative shift to postgraduate
activity in many established universities. Although the postgraduate initial participation
rate today hovers around 8%, numbers are large and growing. Postgraduate study today is
complex, with a wide range of disparate qualifications taken by people with different
intended outcomes at different stages of their career. There are also large numbers of
students from other countries studying at postgraduate level in the UK. Postgraduate
complexity is further reflected in the funding arrangements for individuals: these are less
uniform than those for first degree study. They are also much less numerous, with very
little direct public support available for students.

Contemporary debate highlights the deterrent effect which debt incurred as an
undergraduate may have on progression to postgraduate study. Discussion centres on the
extent to which postgraduate qualifications can be considered as scarce and desirable
goods, likely to assist their holders in securing an advantage in the labour market; the
position is somewhat ambiguous. Many postgraduates are already in the labour market and
use taught postgraduate qualifications as a means of changing career or enhancing their
knowledge, skills and hence prospects in their existing profession. Some postgraduates are
taking qualifications required for entry to a particular career; some are seeking to enhance
their general level of qualification or indulging a personal interest. Recent growth appears
to have been in taught programmes, particularly masters degrees, with entry to research

degree study at steady-state (Artess et al, 2009; Sastry, 2004a, b). This diversity makes the

59



assessment of the impact of labour market conditions and student funding regimes on entry
to postgraduate study quite difficult.

As the next chapter will make plain, potential inequalities in access to postgraduate
study are under-researched, especially where social class is concerned. In contrast, there is
a wealth of empirical research on educational inequalities at earlier stages in the
educational system which considers the link between unequal educational outcomes, social
mobility and social stratification. Determining whether social class inequalities persist to
postgraduate level will represent a novel and illuminating development of the existing
literature. It will also make an interesting test case for two of the key sociological theories
about the mechanisms by which class inequalities in educational transitions are manifested.
These theories will be reviewed in the next chapter, which begins by establishing the link

between social class and educational outcomes in the UK.

60



3 Understanding the relationship between social class and
education

Introduction

This chapter reviews the relevant sociological theories and evidence about social class
inequalities in education in the context of massive expansion of educational provision at all
levels. It considers the implications of existing theoretical and empirical work in these
areas for an understanding of the relationship between social class and access to
postgraduate study. The previous two chapters showed that class inequalities in education
are a key concern of those seeking to promote social mobility and social justice. These
inequalities have also attracted a good deal of sociological attention. Similarly the huge
growth of formal education in the last 150 years, including the ‘massification’ of higher
education, has been the subject of political and sociological debate. I will consider the
patterns which sociologists have identified in class inequalities in education which will
serve as a guide to the interpretation of patterns of participation in postgraduate study by
social class presented in subsequent chapters. I will also summarise some of the most
prominent explanations proposed by sociologists to account for the processes which give
rise to class inequalities. Entry to postgraduate study by social class in the UK provides an
opportunity to evaluate these theories against novel empirical evidence.

The chapter is divided into six main sections. I begin with an exposition of cross-
national patterns of the persistence of social class inequalities in education and the forms
these have taken, a field of research which has shown an unusual degree of sociological
consensus and uncovered broadly consistent patterns across the industrialised world. I then
consider how class inequalities in education have been understood and explained,
following Boudon’s (1974) distinction between primary and secondary effects, which

(crudely-speaking) distinguish between prior educational attainment and non-educational
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factors respectively. The fourth section covers the role of institutional forms and ‘tracking’
in patterns of social class inequality. As Tilly (1998) has argued, the reproduction of
inequalities has an institutional and organisational dimension; this emerges as an important
theme in understanding the relationship between social class and postgraduate study. The
final two sections review the limited prior evidence on social class in postgraduate
education and also on the benefits conferred by postgraduate study — that is the extent to
which a postgraduate qualification carries straightforward extrinsic advantage.

Whilst there is a broad consensus about patterns of inequality, there is less
agreement about the processes which give rise to these patterns, both in terms of the
relative importance of academic, social and institutional factors and of the classed nature of
educational decision-making by individuals. I will show that there is little existing research
on social class and postgraduate education but that existing sociological work provides a
basis for development in this area, particularly the importance of institutional stratification.
At the same time, postgraduate study provides a test ground for evaluating those existing

sociological explanations.

Social class and education: persistent inequalities?

Social class inequalities in education are persistent, temporally and geographically. Cross-
national comparative research shows that the effect of social class on educational
attainment is essentially ubiquitous and enduring (Breen, 2005; Breen and Jonsson, 2005;
Pfeffer, 2008; Shavit and Blossfeld, 1993). These inequalities are robust to expansion in
the system, since improvements in the position of a disadvantaged group at one educational
level are typically matched by increasing inequality at the next, as those in more privileged
positions act to maintain their advantage through education. In addition to being persistent

then, social class inequality is said to be maximally maintained since it continues until the
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participation rate of the most advantaged social classes approaches saturation point
(Raftery and Hout, 1993; Shavit et al, 2007).”° For instance, class inequalities in access to
secondary education are now negligible in Western nations, following the achievement of
universal provision at this level. Post-secondary participation, which is usually non-
compulsory, does however exhibit sharp class inequalities, as the evidence in Chapter 1
makes plain.

A further refinement of the persistent inequality thesis sees institutional
diversification and ‘tracking’ reintroducing inequalities into universal and near-universal
educational sectors, via so-called effectively maintained inequality (Lucas, 2001). This is
perhaps a restatement of the critique of the 1944 Education Act which so concerned British
post-war sociologists of education (e.g. Floud et al, 1956; Halsey et al, 1980).*° Some
recent scholarship on access to higher education and social class highlights these within-
level inequalities, manifested across the dimensions of institution (Arum et al, 2008;
Ayalon et al, 2008; Boliver, 2006; Bourdieu, 1988, 1996; Crozier et al, 2008; Gerber and
Cheung, 2008; Mullen, 2009; Reay et al, 2005; Shavit et al, 2007; Strathdee, 2009;
Wakeling, 2005a) and field of study (Bourdieu, 1988, 1996; Jackson et al, 2008; Goyette
and Mullen, 2006; van de Werfhorst et al, 2003; Wakeling, 2005a).

The ‘persistent inequality’ thesis and its variants suggest social class inequalities
will continue at postgraduate level, since research has demonstrated that such inequalities
apply at each prior educational stage. Extrapolating from maximally maintained inequality
too suggests that social class differences at postgraduate level will tend to increase. As
access to undergraduate education is opened up to a wider section of the population, then it

is presumably postgraduate education which becomes a mark of educational distinction

% Sweden is identified as an exception to this general pattern (Erikson and Jonsson, 1996). Breen et al (2009,
in press) have challenged the persistent inequality thesis, showing declining inequality in six of eight case-
study countries. Clancy and Goastellec (2007) also show evidence for declining inequality in access to
tertiary education, although this is net of institutional stratification and other ‘horizontal’ differentiation.

%% The Act introduced universal and free secondary education for England and Wales, but also set up different
educational tracks (essentially ‘grammar’ and ‘secondary modern’) which varied substantially in their
prestige and outcome.
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and hence the more sought-after good (in a manner analogous to the earlier shift in
emphasis from secondary education to post-secondary study).

This phenomenon has been labelled ‘credential inflation’. Credential inflation
theories observe that the level of education of many individuals in the population is beyond
that required for them to function in their job. Economists label this ‘overqualification’ and
are particularly interested in graduate overqualification, since first degrees are a substantial
investment, both for individuals and society and overqualification is inefficient. There is
clear evidence that many UK graduates enter jobs which do not require a first degree, with
some suggestion that expansion of undergraduate education has made this situation worse
(Brynin, 2002; Chevalier and Lindley, 2009). In any case, many ‘graduate’ jobs can be
entered with a degree in a wide variety of subjects. Graduate civil engineers and
physicians, for instance, may have acquired a body of knowledge and skills directly
applicable to a career in those fields, but it is far from evident that a graduate historian
entering the civil service or a chemistry graduate becoming a management consultant need
the knowledge and skills they developed as undergraduates in order to succeed. Journalism
is a case in point: in the relatively recent past, journalism was a career typically entered as
a school leaver, beginning with menial tasks and working one’s way up to reporter. Later it
became a graduate profession, although rarely were journalists graduates of journalism or
media studies degree programmes. Now a postgraduate journalism course is increasingly a
prerequisite for entry to the profession. Despite the increased level of education required, it
is debatable whether journalistic standards are higher now than in the non-graduate past!*’

Collins (1979) asserts that the education system is not (contra Parsons and Marx)
subservient to the economy, producing individuals with the appropriate skills, knowledge
and attitudes for the available occupations (or in the case of graduates, for those that have

yet to be invented). Nor do qualifications simply provide a handy ranking of individuals by

?7 Schoolteaching is another profession which is making the transition from graduate entry (itself relatively
new) to postgraduate. The government announced in 2007 its intention to “make teaching a masters level
profession” in England and Wales (DCSF, 2007, p. 10).
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ability. Rather education is used as a means of social closure by different groups, with
credentials being the currency used to acquire advantage in the labour market. Credential
‘inflation’ occurs as more people seek qualifications in order to access privileged positions;
the greater number of people holding qualifications, the lower their value becomes. Access
to credentials is historically differentiated by social class, but Collins argues that class
differences are inherent in the structure of the ‘credential society’. This results in a
Weberian rather than Marxian class structure, since

the development of self-conscious and organized groups of workers within

particular specialities...makes [class] conflict irreparably multisided, each

occupational group against the other, and tends toward increasing fragmentation
rather than toward consolidation into two opposing blocs.
(Collins, 1979, p. 72)
A review of the credential inflation theory in the USA in the period 1985 — 1998, concurs
with much of Collins’ argument and notes a rapid rise in the award of masters degrees and
doctorates (Brown, 2001).

Alison Wolf (2002), another proponent of the credential inflation argument points
out that the emphasis on education as an economic panacea by the 1997 Labour
government (and indeed governments everywhere) is a chimera. Rather educational
expansion and the accompanying ‘academic drift’ (e.g. the preference for A-levels over
vocational training) reflect demand-side pressure for the most prestigious qualifications, a
demand which is reciprocated by employers.

What is driving the current expansion is far more the correct perception by

individuals of where their or their children’s own self-interest lies than any close

relationship between overall student numbers, the particular subjects they study,
and the requirements of the workplace.
(2002, p. 196).
This flight to prestige is also evident in the currency of degree qualifications from different

sorts of institution, as employers, students and their parents look for other forms of

differentiation than simply possession of a degree. Echoing the ‘effectively maintained
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inequality’ thesis, where one has studied becomes much more important. The hierarchy of
universities which has existed for most of the last century - albeit mostly latently to those
outside the sector (Halsey, 1992) - comes into play. The ‘tyranny of numbers’ (Wollf,
2002) compels such differentiation, as the increase in graduates devalues the ‘currency’ of
the degree. The key implication here is that postgraduate expansion should be considered
as part of a broader process of social closure; one would thus expect to find it accompanied
by the familiar patterns of social class inequality, including horizontal stratification across
institutions and ‘tracks’.

There is, however, another recurrent finding within the literature on the sociology
of educational transitions which offers an alternative prediction about social class
inequalities at postgraduate level. Evidence suggests that the effect of background
characteristics, including social class, declines with each successive educational transition
(Hansen, 1997; Mare, 1980; Shavit and Blossfeld, 1993). So whilst social class continues
to affect each educational transition, its effect is weaker in entry to higher education than in
attainment at post-16 examinations, for instance. This appears consistent with the findings
of the very limited amount of research undertaken on social class and entry to postgraduate
study (see below). Although it seems counter-intuitive, this process IS compatible with
maximally maintained inequality because of the cumulative attrition of students from the
lower social classes. In the UK for instance there are fewer working-class students amongst
graduates than amongst those taking 16 — 19 qualifications, where there are in turn fewer
working-class students than at the end of compulsory education. The largest effect of social
class on educational transitions is at GCSE, but the smallest proportion of students from
NS-SEC classes 5, 6 and 7 is to be found in higher education (DfES, 2006). If this decline
does indeed continue to postgraduate level it should result in class differences in

postgraduate participation which are quite small.
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A sociological comprehension of these patterns and how they might apply to
postgraduate study must articulate the mechanisms by which social class inequalities are
manifested. A useful heuristic tool for this purpose is Boudon’s (1974) distinction between
the ‘primary’ and ‘secondary’ effects of social class in educational transitions. Primary
effects refer to social class differences in attainment, performance in examinations, tests
and so on. Secondary effects are contextual and refer to the different choices made by
those from different social class backgrounds at points of educational transition, which
may (according to the literature) be conditioned by differing class subcultural value
systems or by more material calculations of cost and benefit. I turn first of all to these

questions of academic attainment.

The role of prior educational attainment — primary effects

The fact that there is an association between social class and rate of tertiary participation
does not necessarily imply that social class is a direct causal factor in determining entry to
higher education. It may simply be a covariate, hiding another explanation. The most
obvious such variable is prior educational achievement. Since entry to a degree typically
requires at least two A-level passes or their equivalent and the possession of qualifications
such as GCSEs is associated with social class, participation rates may simply reflect
differential distribution of required qualifications.”® The empirical evidence in this area is
complex and contested and may be affected by changes over time such that patterns
applying twenty years ago are no longer extant. Several studies have compared students
with identical qualifications from different social classes and suggested that qualifications

alone cannot account for differential rates of access. Gilchrist et al (2003, p. 79), for

2 Propensity to select different kinds of “level 3” (i.e. A-level or equivalent) qualifications is related to social
class (UCAS, 1999), although this itself may be related to GCSE attainment and ability. In general, students
taking A-levels are more likely to gain entry to degree programmes than those taking other qualifications
(Shiner and Modood, 2002).
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example, report that 92.3% of those from social class I having the minimum HE entry
requirements at age 21 had achieved a HE qualification by age 30; the comparable figure
for those from social class V is 18.5%. The Robbins Committee produced similar evidence
(Ross, 2003b), as did the Nuffield Mobility Study, which despite noting that “for those
who survived in school as far as 18...the chances of going to university were similar
[across social classes]” also found that the average 1Q score for service-class entrants to
university was lower than that for working-class entrants (Halsey et al, 1980 p.189).

Other studies, some looking at more recent data, suggest to the contrary that social
class differences largely disappear once qualifications are controlled. Bekhradnia (2003)
for example, argues that disaggregating performance at A-level by points score shows little
difference by social class. His data, from the Youth Cohort Study (YCS), suggests only a
small advantage in participation rates for those in higher social classes, holding
achievement constant (except for the highest-achieving A-level students, where there is
none). Gorard’s (2005) analysis of the Welsh case showed cohort participation rates for
those with the necessary qualifications for HE entry close to 100% for all social classes;
any problem, he concludes, belongs to the schools or before, not to higher education.

Given that there is a large body of research on social class and access to
undergraduate education it is perhaps surprising that there are relatively few studies which
attempt to isolate the direct effects of potential explanatory variables in a multivariate
statistical model. Galindo-Rueda et al (2004), again using YCS data, found social class
ceased to be a significant predictor of participation once prior educational achievement had
been included in the model for 1996, but that it was a significant predictor when holding
prior qualification constant for 2000 entrants. Gayle et al (2002) also used the YCS and
showed family social class to be a significant predictor of access to higher education,
controlling for prior attainment. However problems with attrition in the later YCS cohort

make the results a little inconclusive.
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Chowdry et al (2008) tracked the entire cohort of English state-school Year 11
pupils from 2001/02 to see whether they entered higher education in 2004/05 or 2005/06.
Whilst not quite exhaustive (it omitted independent school pupils and those entering after
2005/06), this nevertheless provides perhaps the most comprehensive study of its kind in
the UK. The research found that:

[s]tudents from materially deprived backgrounds are much less likely to participate

in higher education at age 18 or 19 compared to students from less deprived

backgrounds. However, this socio-economic gap in HE participation does not
emerge at the point of entry into higher education. Instead it comes about because
poorer pupils do not achieve as highly in secondary school as their more
advantaged counterparts. In fact, the socio-economic gap that remains on entry into
HE, after allowing for prior attainment, is very small indeed: just 1.0 percentage
points for males and 2.1 percentage points for females (between those from the
most and least deprived backgrounds).
(Chowdry et al, 2008, p. 3).
However the measure of socio-economic background used combined ‘free school meal’
eligibility status from the Annual School Census with imputed data on parental education
and family deprivation derived from the 2001 Census, not social class.

A possible reaction to this research is to consider the education system as
essentially meritocratic and fair. Saunders (1995) for instance suggested evidence of
unequal mobility chances (and related educational inequalities) found in major British
studies simply reflects unequal distribution of innate ability and differential effort across
social classes, not inequality of opportunity. A lengthy debate ensued in the pages of
Sociology concerning the technical and conceptual merits of Saunders’ criticisms, which
on balance has resulted in their rejection (Breen and Goldthorpe, 2001; Lampard, 1996;
Marshall and Swift, 1996; Savage and Egerton, 1997).

An alternative to viewing educational attainment as the unproblematic realisation of
genetic inheritance is to recognise the differences in the means available to families in

different socio-economic circumstances. Thus some families are better able to mobilise

significant resources to support their children’s education. Following Savage et al (2005)
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we can conceive of these means as capital, assets and resources which can be accumulated
and converted from one form to another in order to gain social and economic advantage.
Thus both Bourdieu (capital) and Goldthorpe (resources) discuss the mobilisation of these
assets to secure educational credentials which are then in turn converted into labour market
advantage (Devine, 2004). Economic assets underpin primary effects since money can buy
a better education (independent schooling, private tutors and so on) and it can buy cultural
assets which are conducive to educational success (books, theatre trips, educational visits
etc). Social assets give access to networks and information about the ‘best’ schools and
universities, provide opportunities to acquire particular kinds of work experience and so
on. Highly educated parents, who possess cultural resources or capital in the shape of their
qualifications, are better placed to pass on their knowledge and experience to their
children.

There is ample research evidence confirming this mobilisation of resources in the
process of accessing higher education. In respect of cultural resources, de Graaf et al
(2000) showed parental reading behaviour was a strong independent predictor of filial
success in school. Galindo-Rueda et al (2004) found, in addition to occupational social
class, a significant influence for parental education, particularly mother’s education, on
entry to higher education. An older analysis of UCCA® data showed parents of
undergraduates were much more likely than the general population to have tertiary
qualifications and that the children of well-qualified parents were much more likely to
enter university. This effect was particularly strong where parents held higher degrees: 9%
of undergraduates had fathers with a higher degree, compared to 1% of the general
population; for mothers the relative disparity was twice the size: 2% of mothers of
undergraduates had higher degrees compared to 0.1% of the general population (Rudd,

1987). These findings were re-visited using a multivariate approach which found that

* The Universities Central Council on Admissions was a forebear, for pre-1992 universities and their
associated colleges of higher education, of UCAS.
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although there were net effects of both social class and parental education, only the latter
persisted once school-level qualifications were included in the model (Burnhill et al,
1990). The findings were replicated in a US study (van de Werthorst and Andersen, 2005).
Lampard (2007) found a clear link between parental and filial educational attainment
which also impacted on social class destination. In an international study of the impact of
parental education on access to higher education, Thomas and Quinn (2007) conclude that
it has a stronger influence than occupational social class or financial factors.

Studies of the strategies used by middle-class parents show how they investigate in
detail schools’ ethos, reputation and results and invest time and money if necessary to help
their children access the school of choice. As a result, children of middle-class parents are
more likely to receive ‘good quality’ private childcare and attend ‘good’ schools, including
private schools. Such interventions now stretch to university choice™ as parents and pupils
are increasingly aware of both implicit and more formal hierarchies of university prestige
(see below). At different points in their educational careers, different kinds of capital are
mobilised by parents and pupils to smooth the path to a preferred middle-class destination
for the child. At earlier points, social and economic capital tend to be more important as
parents make use of connections in their locale to identify the ‘best’ schools, nurseries and
so on, to purchase entry to private schooling if required and to provide educational
resources (Ball, 2003; Devine, 2004; Power et al, 2003). At later points, arguably cultural
resources are more important in influencing primary effects as entry to university is a more
formalised and less locally-controlled process and of course young people themselves

assume more prominence in the process aged eighteen than aged five.

3% A phenomenon understood keenly by higher education admissions officers who have moved from seeing
accompanying parents at open and visit days as an oddity, then as an increasing nuisance and finally to laying
on special activities for parents, who are now more likely than not to escort their children to campus. For
anecdotal examples, see Feldman (2008), Marcus (2008) and Dodd (2007).
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Although there are unacknowledged similarities between the approaches of
Bourdieu and Goldthorpe (Devine, 2004),*' the former’s concept of cultural capital is more
extensive when it comes to primary effects. Bourdieu (1986) identifies three forms of
cultural capital: objectified (the ownership of cultural objects, such as books, artwork,
musical instruments etc); institutionalised (e.g. educational credentials) and embodied. It is
this last state which is the most distinctive element of Bourdieu’s approach: cultural capital
is embodied in the ‘habitus’, which refers to the language, forms of expression, disposition
and ways of walking, talking and holding oneself (‘bodily hexis’) characteristic of different
groups and so ingrained through socialisation that it becomes ‘unseen’ to the subject.
Bourdieu argues that students from dominant social classes have access to greater cultural
capital than their lower class counterparts and that this is the main currency through which
entry to and success within higher education is secured. He shows, through a detailed
analysis of examination scripts, students’ work, interviews with academic prizewinners,
school regimes and even obituaries how classificatory judgements made on individuals
throughout their academic careers correspond closely with their social origin, even where
they have ‘made it’ against the odds (Bourdieu, 1996). These judgements are often barely
disguised summations of individuals’ level of cultural capital and represent a process of
‘ordainment’, seen in the consecration of those who make it into the élite grandes écoles in
France. Bourdieu contends that the apogee of the French higher education system serves to
replicate social divisions through ostensibly ‘objective’ academic criteria. He labels this
‘symbolic violence’ — it is an exclusionary practice whereby actions which otherwise
would be achieved through ‘raw’ economic capital or indeed physical violence are instead
legitimised through cultural means such that they appear natural, even to those subject to

the oppression. Thus Bourdieu’s innovation is to examine the very nature of pedagogic

3! The two sociologists’ theories have diverged latterly, as Goldthorpe has privileged economic factors in his
theoretical work (Devine, 2004; Goldthorpe, 2000).

72



practice, which he sees as class-culturally partisan. It leads, almost inexorably, to the
gravitation of students to those places most suited to their habitus and cultural capital.
The common representation of pedagogic action, which reduces it to its technical
function, is so powerfully asserted that it is difficult to cast doubt on it in the very
cases where the facts most strongly argue against it. [...] But the most troubling
case along these lines involves [those] institutions...whose recruitment procedures
are so obviously designed to guarantee them students already endowed, through
their background, with the dispositions they require that we have to wonder
whether, as the Romans used to say, they aren’t merely “teaching fish to swim”.
(Bourdieu, 1996, p.73)
To summarise, the primary effects literature indicates a significant element of
observed social class inequalities in educational transitions, including initial entry to higher
education, are explained by differential educational attainment. Although there are
conflicting findings from studies of different age, scale and design, the balance of evidence
is that the effect of social class is principally felt through inequalities of attainment across
classes. Some have argued this reveals a fair system which rewards innate ability and
effort, characteristics which are unevenly distributed across social classes: that is, there is
inequality of outcome, but not of opportunity. However a substantial body of empirical
evidence contends that there is an unequal distribution of capitals, assets and resources
across social classes such that some families are better placed to support their children’s
educational progress (and hence to reproduce their advantage through the conversion of
these assets). Bourdieu goes further, arguing that pedagogic practice (and hence the
attainment of educational credentials) is not itself a neutral ‘black box’ but rather favours
those with a particular ‘habitus’ and forms of embodied cultural capital.
What does this mean for attempting to understand access to postgraduate study and
social class? It infers that the principal effect of social class will be felt through social class
inequalities in tertiary attainment — that is in first-degree results. Furthermore, cultural

capital and resources, perhaps particularly parental education, will be most important in

influencing primary effects, although economic and social assets may still matter too.
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There are some indications for instance that attainment in higher education varies
according to financial means. Working class university students are more likely to stay at
home to study and less likely to benefit from the ‘holistic’ university experience as a
consequence (Cooke et al, 2004; Holdsworth, 2006).** They are more likely to undertake
paid work during term-time, with on average an adverse effect on their results (CHERI and
London South Bank University, 2005; Cooke et al, 2004). These various factors will be

considered in the research design outlined in the next chapter.

‘Choice’ in educational transitions - secondary effects

There is a broad consensus among sociologists of education over the evidence on social
class and HE participation. There is even some agreement over the causes of social class
inequalities in educational attainment (primary effects). In the matter of secondary effects
though — that is those processes and factors which influence educational transitions over
and above attainment — there are quite clear disagreements, theoretically and to some
extent, empirically. Two major theoretical perspectives have been highly influential in this
respect, those associated with Goldthorpe and Bourdieu. The former contends that class
inequalities in secondary effects can be explained by ‘relative risk aversion’ among the
disadvantaged classes whereas the latter identifies lack of cultural capital and the playing
out of subcultural scripts through the habitus as the central mechanism. Choice looms
large: it is not enough to be qualified to continue in education because in the post-
compulsory sector, one has also to purposively choose to continue.”® We should ask of

educational choices, following Gambetta (1987): ‘were they pushed or did they jump?’ In a

32 Missing out on structured extra-curricular experiences whilst at university can have real consequences in
the labour market as employers increasingly seek out ‘soft’ skills to distinguish between graduate job
applicants (Brown and Hesketh, 2004; Brown and Scase, 1994).

33 The A-level to first-degree transition is increasingly a ‘non-decision’ for certain groups. There may, in a
massified higher education system, be a ‘herd’ mentality: Roberts (2007) notes that contemporary first-
degree students have been in a numerical majority at each step of the educational ladder up to and including
first degrees. Those leaving the system are the minority at each stage. See also the discussion of Reay et al
(2005) below.
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study of transition to A-level, Jackson et al (2007) contend that secondary effects reinforce
primary effects and may account for up to half of the class differential at this transition.
This question of choice will be central in considering social class and postgraduate study:
whilst postgraduate study has expanded greatly, it remains a minority pursuit, which
implies active choice. Moreover one can choose to enter postgraduate study at many
different points and thus it is arguably a qualitatively different choice from that made in
earlier transitions.

Goldthorpe’s relative risk aversion (RRA) theory (developed with Breen) is a
particular instance of his broader support for a ‘weak’ rational action theory in sociology
(Breen and Goldthorpe, 1997; Goldthorpe, 1998, 2000). It proposes that the main influence
on secondary effects is a rational cost-benefit decision by families concerning the
probability of a child’s eventual success in the labour market given a particular starting
point, probability of success at the next educational stage and the costs (foregone earnings,
fees and maintenance) and benefits (increased earnings and better conditions) entailed. It
explicitly assumes that family mobility strategies are primarily intended to prevent
downward mobility, with upward mobility being a subsidiary aim. This is labelled ‘relative
risk aversion’, a ‘general’ mobility strategy assumed to be shared across all social groups.
However there are also more specific mobility strategies particular to advantaged and
disadvantaged groups. Goldthorpe (2000) calls these mobility strategies ‘from above’ and
‘from below’. In the former situation, the rational course of action is to invest heavily in
educational success in academic education, since this is the best method for avoiding
downward mobility even in the face of mediocre academic performance. A mobility
strategy from below however requires the application of limited resources and it is
therefore typically more rational to aim for short-range upward mobility only, which might
mean investing in vocational rather than academic education or selecting early entry into

the labour market, except perhaps in the case of exceptionally strong evidence of academic
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achievement. Given identical academic ability, the rational cost-benefit calculative
response for those from different backgrounds therefore differs because of the varying
level of resources (especially financial resources) that can be mobilised.

Breen and Goldthorpe’s theoretical model is mathematically expressed (and so
conducive to formalised testing) and parsimonious (it includes only those features
considered most salient — namely ability and resources). That it employs assumptions
about micro-sociological processes without empirically testing these is not in itself a
problem — this is the role of a theory, after all and Goldthorpe (1996) sets out to provide a
theory of action to underpin substantive analyses of large scale quantitative datasets.
However the theory fails if detailed examination of family mobility strategies and
education demonstrate non-‘rational’ class-cultural differences, even if the theory fits the
macro-sociological data. Devine (2004), for instance, has shown through detailed
qualitative work with middle-class families that upwardly-mobile individuals often came
from working-class families which did aspire to upward mobility ‘against the odds’, albeit
in some instances if this aspiration was partially conditional on the demonstrated
intellectual capacity of children. It also fails if it does not accurately predict patterns of
educational progression by social class. Entry to postgraduate study therefore represents an
interesting — and novel — test case for the RRA hypothesis.

Goldthorpe does not suggest that families and individuals are overtly rational — or
perhaps more accurately calculating — in their strategies; rather his version of rational
action theory favours ‘weak’ rationality, one which is partly embedded in class-based
practice as a kind of ‘shortcut’ rationality (Breen and Goldthorpe, 1997; Goldthorpe,
1998). In this he actually differs little from some of the cultural capital theories discussed
below: Bourdieu for example talks of the working class ‘making a virtue out of necessity’
when it comes to education — in other words positively rejecting on a cultural basis that

which is already denied to them (Bourdieu and Passeron, 1979). The difference between
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the two approaches is that Goldthorpe argues only material factors remain in a
parsimonious model whereas other theories hold that cultural capital and other factors are
important in their own right.

Goldthorpe seeks to formalise educational decision-making to view choice as an
essentially rational process. Bourdieu, on the other hand, seeks to problematise the very
nature of educational ‘choice’. He argues that the field of higher education is constituted in
such a way as to favour those who are best placed, through their social milieu and familial
cultural heritage, to profit from it. In the following passage he explains how a student’s
social class background affects their relation to their university experience:

Lower-class students, forced to entertain more realistic occupational projections,

can never completely...fall for the occasional glamour of studies which remain, for

them, essentially an opportunity to be seized of rising in the social hierarchy.

Bowing to necessity, they more often know and acknowledge the occupation for

which they are preparing and the fact that they are preparing for an occupation.

[...U]pper-class students can be satisfied with vague projections because they have

never really had to choose to do what they are doing — studenthood being an

everyday occurrence in their milieu and even in their own families — whereas
lower-class students cannot fail to wonder what they are doing because they are
less likely to forget that they might not have been able to do it.
(Bourdieu and Passeron, 1979, pp. 51 and 62 — 3).
These classed ways of experiencing higher education are differently valued within the field
itself. The education system is particularly valued by those fractions of the dominant
classes most lacking in economic capital. In a massified system, the ‘colonisation’ of
education by those richer in economic capital puts a particular pressure on the former
group, the intelligentsia, to achieve ever higher qualifications. Today this would lead to a
prediction that postgraduate qualifications are favoured above all by those with a
background in the professional rather than managerial middle classes.

Bourdieu’s ideas in relation to university entry were developed in a study of post-

16 pupils in London (Ball et al, 2002a, 2002b; Reay et al, 2001, 2005; Reay, Davies and

Ball, 2001) where interviews with pupils exposed how and why the application choice

process is classed. Students’ habitus influenced how the choice process worked: they
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typically opted for institutions perceived as being for ‘people like us’, adopting a strategy
which was emotionally and culturally, not simply financially low-risk. Students from
different backgrounds made use of different sources of knowledge about higher education.
Working class students were more likely to use ‘hot’ knowledge, usually anecdotal and
received from a few trusted — but not necessarily well-briefed — informants; they generally
had a limited choice ‘horizon’, both geographically and in terms of ‘imagined futures’; and
they sought — and received — minimal input from parents or their school/college. Reay et al
name this ideal-typical group ‘contingent choosers’. Students from more privileged
backgrounds, by contrast, were ‘embedded choosers’: they mobilised social capital in their
choice process, drew on a broad range of information (including formal sources such as
prospectuses and university league tables) and conceived of entry to higher education as
part of a natural progression: the decision was where and what to study at university, not
whether to go in the first place.”*

Besides Devine’s (2004) study, there have been several empirical tests of both
Breen and Goldthorpe’s and Bourdieu’s theories. In the former case, Need and de Jong
(2001) found that RRA adequately explained class differentials in access to higher
education in the Netherlands, although it did not explain gender inequalities, a finding
replicated for Germany by Becker and Hecken (2009). Breen and Yaish (2006) found some
support for the theory, although the data analysed was for men only and from the 1970s.
Bourdieu’s theory has been tested specifically in respect of cultural capital by inter alia,
Barone (2006), de Graaf et al (2000), Sullivan (2001, 2007), van de Werfhorst and
Hofstede (2007) and Wildhagen (2009). These studies suggest cultural capital is

manifested in primary effects; in fact van de Werthorst and Hofstede explicitly compared

3* A particularly strong example of embedded choice is the children of US professors who were are likely to
choose research universities and prestigious liberal arts colleges (Siegfried and Getz, 2005).
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the two theories, finding that RRA was a more satisfactory explanation for secondary
effects in a study of school-track entry in the Netherlands.™

Both theories have been criticised for emphasising constraints over opportunities.
Thus Bourdieu has been charged with determinism since the habitus usually appears as the
social structure embodied and it is difficult to ascertain how it can account for resistance.
Moreover the swathes of upward mobility witnessed during the latter half of the twentieth
century in Western Europe suggest that many in the working class have successfully
negotiated higher education, despite a lack of cultural capital. As Devine (2004) and some
of the contributions in Archer et al (2003) found, university aspirations are not missing
among the working class, which brings into question Goldthorpe’s description of
‘strategies from below’. Nor indeed are middle-class families always able to prevent
downward mobility and academic failure (Devine, 2004) and there are ample cases of
‘failure against the odds’ (Power et al, 2003).

Access to postgraduate study by social class provides an opportunity to compare
Goldthorpe’s and Bourdieu’s theories empirically. The research and analysis presented in
later chapters therefore represent a unique empirical test for UK data. This will allow for a
confirmation or refutation of Mastekaasa’s (2006) findings in Norway (see below) that
transition to doctoral study did not conform to the pattern predicted by RRA. Instead it was
parental education, rather than occupational social class, which exerted the greatest
influence. It will also require a research design which provides some measure of the impact
of financial and cultural capital factors in access to postgraduate study, such as family

financial means and parental education levels.

35 There is substantial disagreement among sociologists about how the concept of cultural capital can and
should be operationalised, in particular whether particular measures such as beaux-arts participation or
parental education can be abstracted from a holistic Bourdieusian theoretical framework. Goldthorpe has
referred to the two approaches as ‘Bourdieu domesticated’ and ‘Bourdieu wild’ (see Goldthorpe 2007 and
responses in the same and later issue of Sociologica; Lareau and Weininger, 2003; Sullivan, 2001; van de
Werfhorst, 2008; Vryonides, 2007; Zimdars et al, 2009)
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Noting the complexity evident in postgraduate education, as described in Chapter 2,
there is a further element which must be considered in understanding the potential
relationship between social class and access to postgraduate study. As the effectively
maintained inequality hypothesis suggests, it is not just entry to a particular level of
education which is important, but what kind of qualification is attempted, in which subject
and at which institution. The next section reviews the relationship between social class and

different ‘tracks’ in higher education.

Tracking: ‘horizontal’ educational stratification and social class

Studies pointing to ‘horizontal’ differentiation in education (that is in differences within
the same overall ‘level”) are not new to the sociology of education. Recently though, there
has been fresh interest in such differences and their implications for class-based
educational inequalities, with much focus on postsecondary educational inequalities by
institution type and field of study (Gerber and Cheung, 2008). Shavit et al (2007), in a
comparative study of fifteen countries, conclude that institutional diversification tends to
reduce overall levels of class inequality in tertiary enrolment, but may increase within-
level inequalities.

It is important to consider institutional differences at secondary level too. Whilst
most of Britain no longer has an academically-stratified state school system there is a
small, but disproportionately important independent sector. State schools are free at the
point of use and are rarely academically selective.*® Independent schools typically charge
substantial fees and many do select pupils. Although independent schools’ A-level results
tend to be better, their domination of entry to the most prestigious universities goes beyond

what would be expected on this basis. At Oxford for instance, only 53.0% of new young

3% There remain a few local authorities which retain some grammar schools and the eleven-plus examination.

80



full-time first degree entrants in 2006/07 were from state schools. Based on entry
requirements, subjects studied, geographical factors and the age of entrants, HESA
calculated an expected proportion of state entrants as 76.7%. Results for Cambridge and
other highly-regarded institutions were similar (HESA, 2008b, table Tla). There is a
substantial gap between high-achieving pupils from state and independent schools in
accessing ‘leading’ universities: whereas 45% of independent school pupils gaining the
equivalent of grades ABB at A-level went to ‘leading’ universities in 2001/02, only 26% of
those with the same achievement from state schools did so (The Sutton Trust, 2004).
Power et al (2003) found that girls from private sector schools in their sample were the
most likely to obtain postgraduate qualifications.

Shifting into higher education, there is a long-standing tendency for working-class
students to be more heavily represented in non-university institutions (Committee on
Higher Education, 1963; Egerton and Halsey, 1993; Farrant 1981; Kelsall et al, 1972;
Ross, 2003b). Again, prior attainment has a strong influence here because of the tougher
entry requirements of prestigious institutions. There are very large disparities between
institutions in the proportion of students recruited from NS-SEC classes 4, 5, 6 and 7: at
Oxford this was as low as 10% in 2006/07; at the University of Wolverhampton 51%.
Oxford and Cambridge (12%) were well adrift of their location-adjusted benchmarks of
16.8% and 18.3% respectively. Most of the institutions with over 40% of students from
NS-SEC groups 4, 5, 6 and 7 are former polytechnics or colleges of higher education
(HESA, 2008b, table T1a).

Research has shown how the application process is ‘classed’. The choices of
working-class applicants are constrained by financial, geographical and social factors
which impel many to consider only a limited range of institutions or just a sole local
provider (Archer, 2003; Archer and Leathwood, 2003; Ball et al, 2002; Callender and

Jackson, 2008; Forsyth and Furlong, 2000; Reay et al, 2001, 2005; Reay, David and Ball,
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2001). There is also evidence that working-class applicants are disadvantaged in applying
to prestigious institutions (Boliver, 2006).

In parallel to institutional differences, there are variations in the distribution of
students from different social classes across subjects. Whereas in Education over 30% of
students in 1999/2000 were from social classes IIIM, IV and V, in Languages and the
Humanities this sank to 20%; only around 12% of students in Medicine, Dentistry and
Veterinary Science were from the lower social classes (NAO, 2002). These differences are
relatively under-researched, yet they are central to some of the arguments put forward by
sociologists about the nature of the relationship between social class and education.
Bourdieu (1988) sees both field of study and institution as key signifiers of cultural capital.
He remarks on how the selection of field of study varies by social class as a consequence
of the prestige of the subject, the extent to which it relies on essentially bourgeois
knowledge and indeed the degree to which its assessment practices value ‘talent’ over
application, elucidating a hierarchy of faculties which runs (‘lowest’ to ‘highest’):
sciences, arts, law, medicine.’’

In addition to the patterns identified above, there is some evidence that social class
affects choice of subject and subsequent outcomes in the USA (Goyette and Mullen, 2006;
Wolniak et al, 2008). Although this has been challenged in respect of the UK (van de
Werfhorst et al, 2003) and its substantive implications downplayed (Jackson et al, 2008),
there is evidence that it does impact on progression to postgraduate study (Wakeling,
2005a) and that cultural knowledge matters more for entry to arts than science subjects in
an elite university (Zimdars et al, 2009).

To summarise, whilst disparities in overall rates of entry may be explained in the
main by differences in entry qualifications, classed (dis)advantage is rediscovered in

differential entry to the most prestigious institutions and to a lesser extent, field of study.

37 Note the uncanny similarity to the higher and lower faculties (and higher and lower doctorates) which were
a feature of the medieval university, as outlined in Chapter 2.
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This shift can be characterised as a move from ‘vertical’ division, where each successive
educational transition (school to sixth form to higher education) becomes progressively
more socially exclusive; to more ‘horizontal’ division, not entirely replacing the former,
but certainly exhibiting an emphasis on divisions within a level, such as between subjects
and different types of HEL. We can expect these horizontal differences to play out in entry
to postgraduate study, but whether and if so how they do so is a matter for empirical
confirmation. Clearly consideration must be given to these factors in the research design.
One possibility is the existence of distinct parallel ‘tracks’ or ‘pathways’ through
the education system undercutting the formal equality of institutions and subjects. Reay et
al (2005) argue that such pathways are built upon ‘institutional habituses’, where each
school/college environment is predicated on a set of assumptions and expectations about
pupil characteristics, behaviour and progression that become ingrained over time. This
habitus is absorbed by pupils and influences their subsequent behaviour. Such institutional
habituses link more or less closely with those of higher education institutions. Put simply,
Reay et al trace a line between privileged backgrounds and old universities and working-
class backgrounds and new universities:
there were virtually no middle-class students who were applying to predominantly
new universities. A number of middle-class boys [from a school in the sample]
routinely end up at new universities, but it is almost always because they have

failed to obtain the grades necessary to take up places at more prestigious

universities.
(Reay et al, 2001, p.868)

In the private-school [interview] transcripts, we might expect perhaps to find
rejection of the New Universities as not a place for ‘people like us’. This is not the
case. The New Universities are not rejected as possibilities; they do not even enter
into consideration. They are inconceivable.

(Ball et al, 2002, p. 68)

In the British case we can conceive of a system of pathways in terms of the two

ideal-types of upward mobility via schooling proposed by Turner (1960): contest mobility,
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whereby upward mobility is a fairly open competition without strictly defined or pre-
ordained pathways; and sponsored mobility, where
elite recruits are chosen by the established elite or their agents, and elite status is
given on the basis of some criterion of supposed merit and cannot be taken by any
amount of effort or strategy. Upward mobility is like entry into a private club where
each member must be “sponsored” by one or more of the members. Ultimately the
members grant or deny upward mobility on the basis of whether they judge the
candidate to have those qualities they wish to see in fellow members.
(Turner, 1960, p. 856; original emphasis)
Simplifying somewhat, Turner identifies the American education system as conforming to
the contest mobility model and the (former) English system to the model of sponsored
mobility. Thus the Eleven Plus exam set those passing it onto a privileged academic track
towards university and high-status occupations; attaining such an outcome without
attending a grammar school was very difficult. Regarding university entrance, Turner
argues that the contest system works by allowing fairly open access to university, but
accepting that drop-out rates will be high; in a sponsored system, drop-out rates are very
low since students on the privileged track receive greater support (both moral and financial
‘sponsorship’). Halsey et al’s (1980) evidence lends support to Turner’s thesis, with their
finding that among those ‘surviving’ in the British education system to age 18, the chance
of entering university was similar, regardless of social class background. Morgan (1990)
revisited Turner’s argument with new data and also supported his arguments. The massive
expansion of the English higher education system post-1992, together with changes to
student funding arrangements mean this conclusion is perhaps now in question — although
it could be that the focus of sponsorship has shifted from the secondary school to a later

point in the system, such as the type of university attended. This too can be considered in

the analysis.
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Research on postgraduate study and social class

As I have shown elsewhere, there is very little evidence on factors affecting access to
postgraduate study, either in the UK or abroad (Wakeling, 2003a, 2003b, 2005a, 2009a,
2009b).*® Previous investigations of postgraduate study in the UK have either ignored
access (e.g. CVCP et al, 1996; HEFCE, 1996) or could not consider it due to lack of
suitable data (Artess et al, 2008; Pollard et al, 2008; Sastry, 2004a). A major review of
widening participation research concluded that “[t]here appears to be a significant lack of
awareness about widening participation in postgraduate study” (Gorard et al, 2006, p. 113).

What little UK research there is does not provide definitive evidence about the
effects of social class on postgraduate entry. Robbins reported that postgraduates were
more likely to have a father in manual work than undergraduates (34% against 25%), a
pattern confirmed by a later national study of postgraduates which gave figures of 30% and
25% respectively (Rudd, 1975). Whilst on the face of it this suggested equalisation or
better for working-class students — a reversal of the situation at every previous transition
point in the education system — the shift was explained with reference to compositional
factors: postgraduates were concentrated in subjects with a higher proportion of working-
class students. There is a nod to Turner’s sponsored mobility in this interpretation: “by the
time they have graduated they [working-class students] are in any case middle-class”
(Rudd, 1975, p.39). This evidence is now very old and pre-dates the massive expansion of
both undergraduate and postgraduate student numbers.

A few recent studies have, in passing, reported on the social class of higher degree
students. Hogarth et al (1997) found a higher degree participation rate of 1.8% for
Registrar General classes I and II, falling to 0.1% for classes IIIM, IV and V. These figures

are a little unsatisfactory because even in nationally representative sample surveys, the

3 See also Bowman (2005), Stuart et al (2008).
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numbers with higher degrees are very small and thus there is a strong possibility of
substantial sampling error if one wishes to investigate further the characteristics of those
with higher degrees Studies using whole cohorts of first degree graduates avoid this
problem. HEFCE (2005a) tracked the destinations of all 1995 and 1996 first-degree
graduates and found no significant difference in the chance of commencing a higher degree
between graduates from the most privileged and unprivileged neighbourhoods. Similarly,
1999 graduates were surveyed in a longitudinal study where multivariate regression
analysis showed no social class effect on studying a masters degree, although father’s
education did have a strong influence (Purcell et al, 2005). Subject of study, a graduate
father (but not mother), solvency, and a good degree result from an old university were all
significantly associated with masters degree study. Finally my own previous research used
data from the 1999/2000 First Destinations Survey to look at the social class background of
full-time first-degree graduates in England who reported progressing to postgraduate study
within six months of graduation. This too showed no difference by social class in overall
progression to further study, but did find that those from the higher social classes were
more likely to proceed to a higher degree, even controlling for degree classification. There
were some clear differences between subjects. Social class effects virtually disappeared
when controlling for institution however, with old university graduates much more likely
to proceed to a higher degree, regardless of social class (evidence perhaps of sponsored
mobility). Unfortunately the study did not use multivariate methods and social class
information was missing in around two-thirds of cases (Wakeling, 2003b, 2005a).

Other British studies have focussed on progression and entry to postgraduate study
at individual institutions. Stuart et al (2008) found occupational social class had no
significant effect on the postgraduate study plans of graduating cohorts at two post-1992
universities in south east England, although family experience of higher education did

show an influence. A study at the University of Oxford found very low representation of
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working-class students in the postgraduate student body, with some evidence that the
social class profile had narrowed in comparison with undergraduate level. The type of
institution attended for the first degree was also an influential factor (Heath and Zimdars,
2003; Zimdars, 2007a).

There are also a few studies from other countries. Some comparative European
studies found class differences in the transition to a graduate degree, although parental
income was also important, independent of social class (Miiller and Karle, 1993, Hansen,
1997). Mastekaasa (2006) shows class impacting on the transition from masters to doctoral
study in Norway. Earlier American studies reported no continued effect of social class on
progression to study at masters level (Ethington and Smart, 1986; Mare, 1980;
Stolzenberg, 1994). Mullen et al (2003) replicated this finding using parental socio-
economic status and level of education but did note an effect for enrolment on doctoral
degrees and professional graduate courses (Mullen et al, 2003). Zweigenhaft (1993) found
that Harvard graduates who had attended state schools in the US were more likely to enter
doctoral study than their peers who had attended private schools. He explained this in
Bourdieusian terms by arguing that public school graduates were rich in cultural capital,
the advantages of which were better realised in the ‘field’ of higher education; ‘prep
school’ graduates were richer in social capital which could be exploited in business and
commerce. A study of the effect of institutional quality and choice of subject on enrolment
in postgraduate study observed that controlling for those two factors, parental income and
parental education were positive predictors of enrolment in masters and doctoral degrees;
however the effect was quite small (Zhang, 2005). In Australia, a government-sponsored
study investigated postgraduate student data for 1993 and 1995 — 1997, finding the
proportion of students from low socio-economic backgrounds declined from 15% at
undergraduate level to 10% at postgraduate level (Anderson et al, 1998). In France, the

proportion of working-class students declines among post-licence students, although it
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remains higher than among the grandes écoles (Albouy and Wanecq, 2003; Euriat and
Thélot, 1995; MEN and MESR, 2008; Merle, 1996).

In summary then, there are conflicting research findings about social class and
postgraduate study. In the UK, the position appears to have moved from there being little
apparent connection between social class of origin and entry to postgraduate study
conditional on holding a first degree, to a situation where there are possible social class
effects, albeit mainly indirect (through institution attended). Elsewhere there is continued
social class attrition between undergraduate and postgraduate study, although this is not
uniform across subjects and types of qualification. The research presented in this thesis
will contribute to understanding further the relationship between social class and entry to
postgraduate study. In contrast to previous research, this will involve the use of broader
and more comprehensive datasets and consideration of a wider range of confounding

factors than has been undertaken before.

What are the benefits of postgraduate study?

Until this point the discussion has assumed there are material benefits to the acquisition of
higher education. Is this the case? That there is a link between social class and access to
higher education suggests that it is at least perceived as a worthwhile good, likely to
generate advantages in the labour market. Although the precise ‘lifetime earnings
premium’ for graduates was hotly disputed by both politicians and economists in the
prelude to the Higher Education Act 2004, it is clear that graduates generally enjoy some
financial advantage from their status. Moreover as Wolf (2002) has argued, the fact that
most people seeking many kinds of employment have a degree tends to make such a
qualification a prerequisite for entry to that career. Such a benefit over and above

undergraduate study has yet to be established unequivocally for postgraduate education
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and so the apparent lack of direct social class effect on entry to postgraduate study could
simply reflect its low value as a good. On the other hand, this situation may be changing
rapidly as credential inflation, following the very recent rapid increase in student numbers
at all levels, begins to bite. Knowing whether postgraduate study generates extrinsic
benefits will help put any social class differences in access in their context.

As noted in Chapter 2, the funding available for postgraduate study is limited. Most
students will be faced with meeting their own tuition and maintenance costs. Research
suggests that changes to student funding arrangements in the UK have affected those from
lower social classes the most, typically because they tend to express greater aversion to
debt (Archer, 2003; Callender and Jackson, 2005, 2008; Davies et al, 2008; Hutchings,
2003; Pennell and West, 2005). However there is a paradox: avowed debt aversion is not
necessarily reflected in actual behaviour as participation rates by social class have
remained constant rather than exhibiting a downturn from poorer groups following the
introduction of tuition fees. While there appears to be an impact of financial considerations
on choice and patterns of study, term-time working etc., this is evidently about how, not
whether to study in the first place.

Specific evidence on postgraduate study is somewhat contradictory. In the 1980s,
possession of a PhD had a negative impact on earnings for science, technology and social
science subjects when contrasted with first class honours graduates in the same cohort,
(Dolton et al, 1990; Rudd, 1986, 1990). However, returns to higher degree qualifications
now exceed those for first degrees although the additional impact is larger for women than
men and is relatively insubstantial (Chevalier et al, 2001; Dearden et al, 2000). The most
recent study found heterogeneous outcomes across subjects, with postgraduate study in
some offering “substantial earnings premia” whereas in others “there is no additional gain

to undertaking a PhD relative to a Masters degree” (O’Leary and Sloane, 2005, p. 85).
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Not all benefits are financial. Graduates are less likely to be unemployed, more
likely to have high-status jobs, have better physical and mental health than non-graduates
and report strong civic engagement, (Bynner and Egerton, 2001; Egerton, 2002). American
research generated similar findings, with some, but not all non-economic benefits being
enjoyed to a greater extent by those with ‘advanced degrees’ (Perna, 2005). Research into
the graduate destinations of PhD qualifiers found an unemployment rate “less than half that
of first degree graduates” and that “only 1% are in ‘stop gap’ jobs which bear no relation to
the level of their qualifications” (UK Grad Programme, 2004, p. 14).

Potential postgraduates may perceive the benefits of postgraduate study in
economic or non-economic terms or both. A study of doctoral students in the humanities
suggested most were career-changers seeking intrinsic intellectual fulfilment from the PhD
rather than a specific outcome (CUDAH, 2002), a finding replicated, with the addition of
‘professional effectiveness’ as a benefit, among doctoral students in education (Leonard et
al, 2005) and also reported, more anecdotally, by students in other subjects (UK Grad
Programme, 2004). Here postgraduate study resembles an act of consumption or a variety
of leisure activity. It is certainly something actively chosen (not being the ‘natural’ next
step yet) and may even be seen, in terms of Goldthorpe’s theory, as an irrational choice.

Opinion surveys of postgraduates and potential postgraduates find improved career
and employment prospects are the principal motivator for further study; some cite personal
development as a spur. Some are discouraged from postgraduate study for financial
reasons; others are simply tired of studying or want a break before returning (Barber et al,
2004; Darwen et al, 2002; Donaldson and McNicholas, 2004). There is no evidence on

whether such motivations vary by social class background.
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Conclusion

I have presented and evaluated a range of theoretical and empirical material on the
associations between social class and education. I have also drawn out implications of
these theories and findings for a sociological understanding of social class and access to
postgraduate study. Social class inequalities in education are persistent and robust to
expansion in the system as they spill over into the next level in the educational hierarchy or
generate differentiation at the level of institutional ‘track’ and field of study. Class
inequalities in educational transitions arise principally from class differences in attainment;
sociologists see these ‘primary effects’ as the outcome of the variation in different kinds
and amounts of capitals, assets and resources across social classes. The ‘secondary effects’
of class operate through choice-making at transition points and result in lower rates of
transition for the disadvantaged which are explained, in the dominant traditions in the
sociology of education, through rational relative risk aversion or alternatively as the
playing out of subcultural scripts through the ‘habitus’. Consideration of the limited
existing evidence on social class and entry to postgraduate study indicates few social class
differences in the UK, but some effect elsewhere. This is consistent with the general
observation that the effect of social class declines in later educational transitions and may
reflect uncertainty about the value of postgraduate study relative to a first degree.

The original research presented in the remainder of this thesis scrutinises the
literature discussed here through a detailed analysis of patterns of access to postgraduate
study by social class. O