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Introduction 

 
In an era of near-universal participation in secondary education and of near-mass participation in 

higher education it increasingly matters not only how much schooling people accumulate but also 

what kinds of schooling they receive. In England, educational expansion during the second half of the 

twentieth century has meant that today more than two-thirds of 16 to 18 year olds continue in post-

compulsory upper secondary education (DfE 2011a) and nearly half progress to higher education 

between the ages of 18 and 30 (BIS 2011). Increases in rates of participation in upper secondary and 

higher education have been accompanied by the development of a more differentiated post-

compulsory education sector in which newer and predominantly lower status programs and 

institutions have emerged to stand alongside more traditional, higher status ones. In upper secondary 

education, the main divide is between higher status academic ‘A-level’ programs traditionally leading 

to enrolment in higher education on the one hand and lower status vocational programs intended to 

lead directly into employment in skilled blue-collar or lower-level white-collar occupations on the other. 

Within the higher education sector, the most salient distinctions are between higher status ‘Old’ 

universities and those lower status ‘New’ universities incorporated since 1992, and increasingly 

between more academically selective and research-intensive universities such as those that make up 

the ‘Russell Group’ as distinct from other universities also classified as ‘Old’. 

 

Importantly, these two sets of status distinctions are mirrored in the very different educational 

continuation rates, labour market destinations, and salary levels of those with different kinds of upper 

secondary qualifications (Vignoles et al. 2002; Hodgson and Spours 2011) and of those graduating 

from different types of universities (Bratti et al 2004; Brown 2005; Power and Whitty 2008). Given 

these varying returns to education, it is important to investigate to what extent a person’s likelihood of 

participating in higher status forms of education is determined by their socioeconomic background. 

Prior studies for England have already demonstrated substantively and statistically significant effects 

of socioeconomic background on the probability of being in higher status forms of education at upper 

secondary level (Conlon 2002; Payne 2003) and within higher education (Robertson and Hillman 

1997; Sutton Trust 2009; Zimdars et al 2009; Harris 2010; Boliver 2011 and forthcoming). But are 

social background effects such that people from more advantaged social groups are most likely to be 

found in higher status forms of education while people from less advantaged social groups, on the 

contrary, are most likely to be found in lower status forms of education? In other words, are patterns 

of enrolment in qualitatively different types of education consistent with the notion of effectively 

maintained inequality? 

  



The effectively maintained inequality hypothesis, developed originally by Lucas (2001) and elaborated 

by Lucas (2009) and by Lucas and Byrne (this volume), posits that one of the ways socioeconomically 

advantaged individuals maintain their advantage is by enrolling in higher rather than lower status 

forms of schooling whenever such status distinctions are present. This means that even when there is 

universal participation at a given level of education, and therefore socioeconomic inequalities in 

quantitative rates of participation at that level are non-existent, those from socioeconomically 

advantaged backgrounds are able to maintain their competitive edge by dominating enrolment in 

qualitatively superior kinds of education at that level. More precisely, for inequality to be considered 

effectively maintained inequality, those from more and less advantaged backgrounds must be shown 

to enrol predominantly in qualitatively different kinds of education at the level of schooling concerned. 

Not all qualitative educational inequality, therefore, constitutes effectively maintained inequality. For 

instance, those from socioeconomically advantaged backgrounds may completely monopolise higher 

status forms of education whilst simultaneously, and in common with those from socioeconomically 

disadvantaged backgrounds, having a lower status type of education as their most likely educational 

destination. A scenario like this would not count as evidence of effectively maintained inequality, 

although it would of course still count as qualitative inequality, and may be at least as substantial and 

consequential as the specific kind of qualitative inequality labelled effectively maintained inequality. 

 

This chapter sets out to explore the extent of qualitative inequality in upper secondary and higher 

education in England, and, in particular, to test whether the hypothesis of effectively maintained 

inequality holds in the case of England. The next section offers a brief summary of educational 

expansion in England and of the growing differentiation this expansion has entailed. The data and 

methods used in the empirical part of this chapter are then described, and some results are presented 

from multivariate models which estimate the probability that young people from different 

socioeconomic backgrounds are found in different types of upper secondary and higher education. 

The chapter concludes with a discussion of the effectiveness of the effectively maintained inequality 

framework when it comes to describing the pattern of qualitative inequality in the English case. 

 

Educational expansion and differentiation in England 
 
Educational expansion in England was set in train by the Education Act of 1944 which introduced free 

compulsory secondary schooling for all children up to the age of 15; provided for the expansion of 

post-compulsory upper secondary education; and introduced maintenance grants to support young 

people engaging in higher education (for a detailed account of the history of the English education 

system, see Gillard 2011). Prior to the 1944 Act, only a small proportion of children continued in 

education much beyond elementary schooling at 11 or 12, despite the fact that fee-paying secondary 

schools were obliged by the earlier 1902 Education Act to offer at least a quarter of their places free 

to children from disadvantaged backgrounds. By making secondary school attendance both free and 

compulsory, the 1944 Act virtually eradicated socioeconomic group differences in quantitative rates of 

participation at secondary education level. 

 



At the same time, however, the 1944 Act effectively replaced quantitative inequality with qualitative 

inequality by establishing a tripartite education system in which children were allocated to one of three 

different types of secondary school on the basis of an IQ test administered at age 11. The twenty-five 

per cent of children judged to be the most academically able were to be allocated to grammar 

schools; a minority considered to have more scientific aptitudes were to be assigned to technical 

schools; and the majority were to be sent to secondary modern schools to receive a basic education 

in preparation for taking up manual or low-skilled service sector jobs. In practice, the system was 

more binary than tripartite since few technical schools were actually established. Not surprisingly, 

children from socioeconomically advantaged backgrounds dominated the grammar schools while 

those from disadvantaged groups were overwhelmingly concentrated in the secondary moderns 

(Halsey, Heath and Ridge 1980). 

 

Growing realisation of the qualitative inequality accompanying the ‘tripartite’ system led the Labour 

government in 1965 to propose the introduction of a comprehensive education system in which all 

children would attend the same kind of secondary school and receive the same broad education (DES 

1965). During the following fifteen years most publically funded schools became comprehensive 

schools and in 1972 the minimum school leaving age was increased to 16. A lack of state compulsion 

on schools to ‘go comprehensive’, however, has meant that, today, around 5% of children educated in 

the public sector continue to attend selective grammar schools, and a further 8% of all 11 to 16 year 

olds are educated in fee-paying schools that are outside the publically funded school system 

altogether (Bolton 2009; DfE 2011b). 

 

Despite the shortcomings of comprehensive school reform, compulsory secondary education in 

England has shifted away from being highly qualitatively differentiated in terms of curriculum or study 

program. Under the tripartite system, grammar school students followed academically-oriented 

programs in pursuit of qualifications needed for university entry while secondary modern school 

students followed vocational programs leading to lower-level or even no formal qualifications and to 

labour market entry at 15 or 16. Under today’s largely comprehensive school system, in contrast, as a 

result of changes made by the Education Reform Act of 1988, all children in principle follow the same 

National Curriculum in order to pursue the same General Certificate of Secondary Education (GCSE) 

qualifications. 

 

While the compulsory secondary school system in England has become less qualitatively 

differentiated over time, the post-compulsory upper secondary education system has become more 

rather than less differentiated as it has expanded. Following the 1944 Education Act, enrolments in 

upper secondary education increased as the sudden rise in the number of young people completing 

compulsory schooling boosted demand and as local education authorities were compelled by the Act 

to increase the supply of post-compulsory educational opportunities (Gillard 2011).Upper secondary 

educational expansion continued throughout the 1960s and enrolments increased again following the 

introduction of GCSE qualifications in the late 1980s (Blanden, Gregg and Machin 2003; Blanden and 



Machin 2004).This expansion entailed an increase in the provision of academic ‘A-level’ programs, as 

well as an increase in opportunities to enrol in vocationally-oriented programs, such as the NVQ and 

BTEC programs, especially since the early 1980s. Although academic and vocational upper 

secondary programs both potentially serve as pathways into higher education, academic programs 

have much higher rates of progression to universities (Archer, Hutchings and Ross 2003) and 

especially to higher status universities (Boliver forthcoming). Importantly, those from less advantaged 

socioeconomic groups are known to be less likely than their more advantaged peers to enrol in 

academic A-level programs, and to be more likely to pursue a vocational education (Conlon 2002; 

Payne 2003). 

 

Like upper secondary education, higher education in England has become more differentiated with 

expansion. The 1944 Education Act introduced maintenance grants for higher education students, but 

it wasn’t until the 1960s that the expansion of higher education took off as enrolment rates in full-time 

programs of higher education increased from 5% in 1960 to 14% in 1970. Much of this expansion was 

achieved through the creation of a parallel system of ‘polytechnic’ institutions intended to deliver more 

vocationally oriented higher education programs than those offered by the traditional universities 

(Halsey 2000). Higher education enrolments increased rapidly again between 1989 and 1995 from 

15% to 32%,, bolstered by the 1992 Further and Higher Education Act which formally dissolved the 

distinction between polytechnics and universities and enabled polytechnics to upgrade to university 

status. Despite this formal move away from a binary higher education system towards a unitary one, 

the English higher education system continues to be marked by qualitative a distinction between 

higher status ‘Old’ universities in the traditional mould and lower status ‘New’ universities that have 

held university status only since 1992. More recently, with the growing marketization of the higher 

education sector as a result of the introduction of tuition fees in 1998 and increases in fees in 2006 

and 2012, differences among ‘Old’ universities in terms of academic selectivity in admissions and 

strengths in research have also become more salient. In particular, the twenty research intensive 

universities that comprise the Russell Group (which includes the universities of Oxford and 

Cambridge) have garnered considerable attention as an emerging elite tier of higher education. Prior 

research has shown that disadvantaged socioeconomic groups are particularly poorly represented in 

these higher status institutions (Boliver 2011 and forthcoming).  

 

In the English context, then, secondary schooling up to the minimum school leaving age of 16 is 

largely undifferentiated, whereas post-compulsory upper secondary education and higher education 

are characterised by marked qualitative differences between program types and institution types 

respectively. Socioeconomically advantaged groups are known to dominate the higher status forms of 

upper secondary and higher education in England. The question this chapter sets out to answer, then, 

is whether this qualitative inequality represents a case of effectively maintained inequality. 

 
 
 
 
 



Data and methods 
 

In order to explore patterns of qualitative inequality in upper secondary and higher education in 

England, and in particular to test whether the effectively maintained inequality hypothesis holds in the 

English case, an analysis is carried out of data from the Longitudinal Study of Young People in 

England. The study has followed a large nationally representative sample of school students annually 

since 2004 when sample members were aged 13/14. Respondents’ social background characteristics 

were measured in the first wave of the study, while information about respondents’ upper secondary 

and higher education destinations was collected in later waves when respondents were aged 17/18 

and 18/19, respectively. 

 

The dependent variables in the analysis relate to students’ educational destinations in upper 

secondary and higher education. More specifically, the two dependent variables analysed are: 

 

(1) Type of upper secondary education at age 17/18. This variable distinguishes between students 

following higher status academic programs in upper secondary education (i.e. studying for A-level 

qualifications); those following lower status vocational upper secondary programs; and those not 

in an upper secondary education program at this age; 

 

(2) Type of higher education at age 18/19. This variable distinguishes between students enrolled in 

higher education at higher status Russell Group universities; those attending other lower status 

institutions of higher education; and those not enrolled in higher education at this age.
1
 

 

To enable the identification and comparison of people who belong to socioeconomically advantaged 

and socioeconomically disadvantaged groups, three social background variables are included as 

independent variables in the models: 

 

(1) Parental social class, based on father’s class or mother’s class, whichever is the highest, using 

the 7-category version of National Statistics Socio-Economic Classification (NS-SEC). The main 

contrast drawn is between those with a parent employed in a higher professional or managerial 

occupation and those with a parent working in a routine, low-skilled job; 

 

(2) Parental education, distinguishing between one or more parents with a degree or higher 

qualification, a higher education qualification below degree level, A-levels, GCSEs, other 

qualifications, no qualifications, and qualifications not known. The main contrast drawn is between 

those whose parents are educated to degree level or better and those whose parents have no 

qualifications; 

 

                                                             
1
 NB: Because a significant proportion of students enter higher education after a ‘gap year’ at age 19/20 I 

intend to update these analyses to include those who enter HE at 19/20 as well as those who entered at 
18/19. This additional data should become available by the end of 2011. 



(3) Type of school attended at age 13/14, distinguishing between having attended a private school 

versus a public school. 

 

Several other independent variables are also included in the models as controls, namely: gender, 

distinguishing between females and males; ethnicity, using the 8-category version of the census 

classification; family structure, distinguishing between two parents, one parent, and other/unknown 

family types; number of siblings; and education test scores at age 16, based on GCSE examination 

point scores. In the models predicting type of higher education at age 18/19, a control is also included 

for type of upper secondary education at age 17/18, distinguishing between academic and vocational 

upper secondary programs. 

 

To estimate socioeconomic group differences in the likelihood of enrolling in different types of upper 

secondary and higher education, models for multi-category ordinal dependent variables are needed. 

Ordinal probit models were estimated first but diagnostic tests showed that the parallel slopes 

assumption was violated in models for both dependent variables (results available on request). 

Because of this, generalized ordered logit models, which relax the parallel assumptions, are 

estimated instead using the -gologit2- command in Stata 11. The results are presented below initially 

in the form of regression coefficients. These coefficients are then converted into predicted 

probabilities in order to determine which is the most likely educational destination for young people 

from socioeconomically advantaged as compared to socioeconomically disadvantaged backgrounds 

as indexed by parental social class, parental education, and school type.
2
 

  
 
Results 

 
Table 1 reports the results of a generalized ordered logit model predicting type of upper secondary 

education when respondents were aged 17/18. The first three columns of figures refer to the 

comparative chances of being in any kind of upper secondary program, academic or vocational, 

rather than not being in an upper secondary program at all. Here we see that there is no statistically 

significant net effect of parental social class, but that parental education and school type are both 

significant predictors of enrolment in an upper secondary program of some kind. On balance, then, 

continuation in upper secondary education at the end of compulsory schooling is significantly socially 

stratified in England. 

 

 

 

                                                             
2 The predicted probabilities are calculated by taking the sample average (the mode for categorical variables, 
and the mean for scale variables) of all variables other than the ones under consideration. These average 
values are listed in parentheses as follows: parental social class (lower service class); parental education 
(GCSEs); type of school attended at age 13/14 (state school); ethnicity (White); gender (male); family structure 
(two parents); number of siblings (one); GCSE points (370 in the age 17/18 analyses based on the sample 
mean, 474 in the age 18/19 analyses based on the mean for those with A-level qualifications); and type of 
upper secondary education program at age 17/18 (academic). 



Table 1. Coefficients from a generalized ordered logit model predicting upper secondary education type 

 
Academic or vocational track vs. not in 
upper secondary education 

Academic track vs. vocational track or not 
in upper secondary education 

 Coefficient Std. error p-value Coefficient Std. error p-value 

Parental social class (ref = lower service)     
Higher service 0.187 0.126 0.137 0.283 0.091 0.002 
Intermediate -0.012 0.117 0.919 -0.026 0.093 0.781 
Smaller employer -0.084 0.119 0.477 -0.157 0.097 0.106 
Lower supervisory -0.233 0.117 0.046 -0.461 0.104 0.000 
Semi routine 0.043 0.114 0.707 -0.208 0.097 0.032 
Routine 0.041 0.140 0.771 -0.256 0.125 0.040 
Long-term unemployed 0.136 0.172 0.431 -0.080 0.146 0.585 
Class unknown -0.054 0.289 0.851 -0.520 0.237 0.028 
Parental education (ref = GCSEs)      
Degree or above 0.429 0.128 0.001 0.578 0.094 0.000 
Sub-degree higher ed. 0.297 0.110 0.007 0.343 0.085 0.000 
A-levels 0.081 0.093 0.380 -0.021 0.078 0.786 
Other qualifications 0.034 0.259 0.897 -0.340 0.247 0.169 
No qualifications -0.084 0.103 0.415 -0.089 0.093 0.342 
Not known 0.171 0.273 0.532 0.503 0.217 0.021 
Private school (ref = public) 0.471 0.228 0.039 0.939 0.166 0.000 
Ethnicity (ref = White)       
Mixed 0.380 0.160 0.018 0.457 0.127 0.000 
Indian 1.269 0.185 0.000 1.414 0.119 0.000 
Pakistani 0.802 0.162 0.000 1.206 0.129 0.000 
Bangladeshi 0.964 0.192 0.000 1.436 0.151 0.000 
Black Caribbean 1.213 0.227 0.000 0.561 0.155 0.000 
Black African 2.428 0.393 0.000 1.439 0.180 0.000 
Other/Not known 1.051 0.274 0.000 1.083 0.186 0.000 
Female 0.106 0.065 0.102 0.219 0.052 0.000 
Housing tenure (ref = mortgaged)      
Owned outright 0.271 0.112 0.016 0.105 0.083 0.208 
Rented, council -0.089 0.088 0.313 -0.143 0.081 0.076 
Rented, private -0.086 0.155 0.580 -0.157 0.138 0.254 
Not known 0.168 0.264 0.525 0.095 0.209 0.649 
Family structure (ref = two parents)      
One parent -0.058 0.083 0.487 -0.003 0.072 0.968 
Other/Not known -0.283 0.373 0.449 -0.521 0.315 0.098 
Number of siblings -0.009 0.024 0.700 -0.044 0.021 0.034 
GCSE points 0.006 0.000 0.000 0.010 0.000 0.000 
Constant 1.270 0.091 0.000 -0.451 0.077 0.000 

 
 
 
The last three columns of figures in Table 1 refer to the relative chances of being in an academic 

upper secondary program specifically, rather than a vocational program or no program. Here we see 

that all three indicators of social background – parental social class, parental education, and school 

type – are significant predictors of being in an academic upper secondary program. We also see that 

the coefficients for enrolment in an academic upper secondary program are larger than the 

coefficients for enrolment in an upper secondary program generally. This indicates that higher status 

upper secondary programs are more socially selective than upper secondary programs in general and 

confirms that there is qualitative as well as quantitative inequality in upper secondary education in 

England. 

 
Table 2 reports the results of a second generalized ordered logit model, this time predicting type of 

higher education at age 18/19. Focusing on the first three columns, we see that there are significant 

parental social class, parental education, and school type differences in the relative chances of 

attending a university of some kind rather than not being in higher education at all at this age, 



although the magnitude of these social background effects are noticeably smaller than the 

corresponding effects for upper secondary education type a year earlier. This matches the ‘waning 

coefficients’ pattern often observed in educational transitions research (Mare 1980) and reflects the 

fact that the models reported in Table 2 control for transitions made at the previous educational level. 

 
 
Table 2. Coefficients from a generalized ordered logit model predicting higher education type 

 
Russell Group or other university vs. not 
in higher education 

Russell Group university vs. other 
university or not in higher education 

 Coefficient Std. error p-value Coefficient Std. error p-value 

Parental social class (ref = lower service)     
Higher service 0.079 0.082 0.336 0.270 0.107 0.011 
Intermediate -0.050 0.097 0.603 -0.030 0.159 0.851 
Smaller employer -0.109 0.102 0.287 -0.298 0.188 0.113 
Lower supervisory -0.204 0.117 0.083 -0.449 0.239 0.061 
Semi routine -0.150 0.107 0.161 -0.355 0.209 0.090 
Routine -0.297 0.141 0.035 -0.198 0.273 0.469 
Long-term unemployed -0.203 0.158 0.199 -0.638 0.349 0.068 
Class unknown -0.300 0.255 0.240 -0.198 0.375 0.597 
Parental education (ref = GCSEs)      
Degree 0.271 0.089 0.002 0.876 0.145 0.000 
Sub-degree higher ed. 0.178 0.088 0.043 0.389 0.156 0.013 
A-levels 0.108 0.085 0.203 0.276 0.159 0.084 
Other qualifications 0.080 0.281 0.775 0.016 0.568 0.977 
No qualifications 0.009 0.105 0.934 0.324 0.201 0.107 
Not known 0.224 0.218 0.303 0.678 0.332 0.041 
Private school 0.377 0.127 0.003 0.731 0.145 0.000 
Ethnicity (ref = White)       
Mixed -0.126 0.131 0.337 -0.013 0.207 0.952 
Indian 1.041 0.106 0.000 0.381 0.150 0.011 
Pakistani 0.484 0.129 0.000 0.308 0.206 0.135 
Bangladeshi 0.945 0.150 0.000 -0.059 0.293 0.839 
Black Caribbean 0.229 0.164 0.162 -0.445 0.380 0.242 
Black African 1.085 0.165 0.000 0.642 0.257 0.012 
Other/Not known 0.416 0.169 0.014 -0.088 0.265 0.740 
Female 0.161 0.054 0.003 0.029 0.085 0.734 
Housing tenure (ref = mortgage)      
Owned outright 0.013 0.079 0.872 0.163 0.112 0.146 
Rented, council -0.345 0.093 0.000 -0.332 0.198 0.093 
Rented, private -0.421 0.154 0.006 -0.036 0.272 0.894 
Not known -0.298 0.221 0.178 -0.023 0.345 0.946 
Family structure (ref = two parents)      
One parent -0.058 0.079 0.466 0.143 0.137 0.296 
Other/Not known 0.317 0.334 0.343 0.305 0.555 0.583 
Number of siblings -0.083 0.023 0.000 -0.043 0.039 0.280 
GCSE points 0.006 0.000 0.000 0.009 0.000 0.000 
Type of upper secondary education (ref = academic)    
Vocational track -2.188 0.131 0.000 -1.663 0.291 0.000 
None -1.249 0.075 0.000 -2.110 0.297 0.000 
Constant -0.003 0.083 0.974 -2.715 0.151 0.000 

 
 
 
Turning to the last three columns of figures in Table 2, we see large effects of parental social class, 

parental education, and school type on the comparative chances of being enrolled in a Russell Group 

university rather than attending another type of university or not being in higher education at all. 

Interestingly these social background effects on the chances of attending a higher status university 

are of a similar magnitude to those on the chances of attending a higher status upper secondary 



educational program, suggesting that the extent of qualitative inequality is similar at both upper 

secondary and higher educational levels. 

 

Table 3 translates the regression coefficients previously presented in Table 1 into predicted 

probabilities of participating in an academic program, a vocational program, or no program in upper 

secondary education for those from high and low socioeconomic backgrounds with respect to parental 

social class, parental education and school type. 

 

 

Table 3. Predicted probability of type of upper secondary education by socioeconomic background 
 

 Parental class Parental education School type 

Parental class 
parental education 

and school type 

 High Low High Low High Low High Low 

Academic 0.46 0.33 0.53 0.37 0.62 0.39 0.79 0.31 
Vocational 0.35 0.46 0.31 0.40 0.23 0.39 0.12 0.46 
None 0.19 0.21 0.15 0.23 0.15 0.22 0.09 0.23 

 

 

The first two columns of figures give predicted probabilities for those whose parents held higher 

professional or managerial occupations versus those whose parents held routine low-skilled jobs. 

Here we see that those from high socioeconomic backgrounds with respect to parental class are most 

likely to be found in an academic program (with a predicted probability of 0.46) whereas those from 

low socioeconomic backgrounds are most likely to be found in a vocational program (0.46). 

 

The second set of columns of figures report predicted probabilities for those with parents with degree-

level or higher qualifications versus those with parents with no qualifications. Here we see that those 

from high socioeconomic backgrounds with respect to parental education are again most likely to be 

found in an academic program (0.53) whereas those from low socioeconomic backgrounds are most 

likely to be found in a vocational program (0.40). 

 

The third pair of columns of figures report predicted probabilities for those who at age 13/14 were 

attending a private school versus a public school. Again we see that those from high socioeconomic 

backgrounds with respect to school type are most likely to be found in an academic program (0.62) 

whereas those from low socioeconomic backgrounds are split equally between academic and 

vocational programs (0.39). 

 

Finally, in the last pair of columns, all three indicators of socioeconomic background are combined. 

Here we see that those from high socioeconomic backgrounds with respect to parental class, parental 

education, and school type, are overwhelmingly likely to be found in an academic program (0.79) 

whereas those from low socioeconomic backgrounds are most likely to be found in a vocational 



program (0.46). Clearly these results lend support to the effectively maintained inequality hypothesis 

in the case of upper secondary educational programs in England. 

 

Table 4 reports the results presented previously in Table 2 translated from regression coefficients into 

predicted probabilities of attending a Russell Group university, attending some other type of 

university, or not being in higher education at all. The first two columns of figures report predicted 

probabilities for those from professional or managerial class backgrounds versus those from routine 

occupational class backgrounds. Here we see that those from both high and low social class 

backgrounds are most likely not to be in higher education at all (with predicted probabilities of 0.48 

and 0.57, respectively).Focusing just on those in higher education, those from high and low social 

class origins are both most likely to be found in other, non-Russell Group, universities. 

  

 

Table 4. Predicted probability of type of higher education by socioeconomic background 
 

 Parental class Parental education School type 

Parental class 
parental education  

and school type 

 High Low High Low High Low High Low 

Russell Group 0.08 0.05 0.14 0.08 0.12 0.06 0.37 0.07 
Other university 0.44 0.37 0.43 0.42 0.47 0.44 0.30 0.36 
None 0.48 0.57 0.43 0.50 0.41 0.50 0.33 0.57 

 

 

The next pair of columns show that those with highly qualified parents are equally likely to be found in 

other, non-Russell Group universities and to be not in higher education at all (0.43 and 0.43 

respectively) while those with parents with no qualifications are most likely to be not in higher 

education (0.50).Focusing in again on only those in higher education, those from both high and low 

origins with respect to parental education are most likely to be found in in other, non-Russell Group, 

universities. 

 

The third pair of columns shows that those educated in private schools are most likely to be found in 

other, non-Russell Group universities (0.47) while those educated in public schools are most likely to 

be not in higher education (0.50). However, just comparing those in higher education, those educated 

in the private sector and those who attended publically funded schools are both most likely to be 

found in other, non-Russell Group universities. 

 

Finally, in the last pair of columns, where all three indicators of socioeconomic background are 

combined, we see that those from high socioeconomic backgrounds are most likely to be found in 

Russell Group universities (0.37) whereas those from low socioeconomic backgrounds are most likely 

to be not in higher education at all (0.57). Honing in on those in higher education, those from high 

socioeconomic backgrounds are most likely to be found in Russell Group universities while those from 

low socioeconomic backgrounds are most likely to be found in other, non-Russell Group universities. 



 

Compared to the findings for upper secondary education, these findings for higher education are a 

little less clear cut. Only when all three indicators of socioeconomic background are combined do the 

predicted educational destinations of those from more and less advantaged backgrounds conform to 

a pattern that is consistent with the effectively maintained inequality hypothesis. 

 

Discussion and conclusions 

 

In the English case it would seem that the effectively maintained hypothesis holds for both upper 

secondary education and higher education. However, in relation to higher education, the hypothesis 

holds only when we consider multiple indicators of socioeconomic status simultaneously. This draws 

attention to a fact often overlooked in quantitative social science; that ‘independent’ variables are 

rarely independent in reality, and that it makes sense to consider multiple social background factors 

simultaneously when we are seeking to hone in high and low socioeconomic groups. 

 

However, the findings also draw attention to the fact that whether or not the EMI hypothesis is found 

to hold depends in part on how the analyst has chosen to measure socioeconomic background. In 

particular, measures that define high and low socioeconomic backgrounds very narrowly and 

precisely as the upmost advantaged and disadvantaged in society are more likely to produce 

evidence in favor of the EMI hypothesis than are measures which use broader categorisations. This 

observation may be obvious, but its implications for the falsifiability of the EMI hypothesis are 

important given that it may not always be clear where the lines should be drawn when it comes to 

defining the most and least advantaged groups. 

 

A related matter that is also brought into focus by the more tentative results founds for higher 

education in the English case is that whether or not support for the EMI hypothesis is found also 

depends partly on the relative size of the higher as compared to the lower status forms of education at 

the educational level of interest. If the higher status form of education enrols only a small proportion of 

individuals, as elite forms of education are prone to do, and as is the case with the Russell Group 

universities in the English case, then it may be that even the most socioeconomically advantaged 

group does not have the higher status form of education as its modal educational destination. This 

may be true even if the most socioeconomically advantaged group completely monopolises the higher 

status form of education such that those from less advantaged groups have no access to it 

whatsoever. Importantly, the monopolisation of higher status forms of higher education by the most 

socioeconomically advantaged may well maintain inequality more effectively than patterns of 

qualitative inequality that conform to the predictions of the effectively maintained inequality 

hypothesis. 

 

A last point that also emerges from the analysis for higher education in the English case is that if 

participation in education at the level of interest is far from universal, then calculating predicted 



probabilities of non-participation as well as of enrolment in higher and lower status forms of education 

is likely to mitigate against finding support for the EMI hypothesis. The reason for this, in short, is that 

when enrolment rates are generally fairly low, non-participation will tend to be the most likely 

destination category for all social groups, even the most advantaged. 

 

With the foregoing in mind, the results presented in this chapter show that those from more 

advantaged socioeconomic backgrounds are most likely to be found in higher status forms of upper 

secondary and higher education while those from less advantaged backgrounds are most likely to be 

found in lower status forms of upper secondary education and to be found to be not in higher 

education at all. In other words, the effectively maintained inequality hypothesis is found to hold in the 

case of both upper secondary and higher education in England.  
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