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ABSTRACT
The relationship between students’ entry to higher education and the 
history or status of the secondary school which they attended is exam-
ined using school leavers’ surveys in Scotland stretching from the early 
1950s to the late 1990s. The surveys are unique in the length of this 
period, their details of the higher-education institutions and schools 
which students attended, and their information on school attainment 
and on socio-economic status and sex. Universities, colleges and 
schools were classified in terms of their history in order to understand 
the role of educational institutions during three periods of reform – the 
ending of selection to secondary school between the mid-1960s and 
the late-1970s, and the two waves of expansion of higher education, in 
the 1960s and in the 1990s. The conclusion is that the distinctive char-
acteristics of particular categories of institution – their institutional 
habitus – can modify inequality.

Context

The influence which secondary schools have on students’ entry to higher education has 
attracted research interest in recent years, although our knowledge of it is less extensive 
than the abundant evidence relating to students’ individual characteristics such as attain-
ment, sex or socio-economic status (Taylor et al. 2018; Donnelly 2015). The question is 
whether schools are influential over and above their effects through attainment. A subsidiary 
question is whether schools modify the direct effects on entry to higher education of sex 
and socio-economic status, beyond these demographic factors’ effects on attainment. The 
main new evidence in the recent research has related to the role which is played by schools 
that are independent of public management, and also the role which school context plays, 
whether that is defined by socio-economic status or by attainment (e.g. Boliver 2013; Sutton 
Trust 2011). On the whole, independent schools and schools with high proportions of 
high-SES students tend to have higher rates of entry to higher education, even after con-
trolling statistically for attainment and individual-level SES.

In these debates, there has been little attention to how the effects of schools might change 
over time. That absence is quite surprising. One of the aims of reforms to secondary 
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schooling in many countries between the 1960s and the 1980s was to widen access to offi-
cially recognised attainment and thus to meaningful opportunities in post-school education 
(Gray, McPherson, and Raffe 1983). Because higher education, too, was structurally 
reformed in that same period, and later, it might be expected that there would be some 
interaction of these two policy processes. One reason to expect that is the concept of ‘insti-
tutional habitus’ (Donnelly 2015; Reay, David, and Ball 2001), which refers to the ways in 
which the ethos of a school might help its students to gain access to particular kinds of 
university. Reforms to secondary schools, such as the move in many countries to compre-
hensive schooling after the 1960s, and, in parallel, reforms to higher education, such as the 
end of the divide between older universities and technological colleges, might be expected 
to modify the ways in which institutional habitus operates.

The present paper considers these questions in relation to Scottish education in the 
second half of the twentieth century by using an internationally unique series of surveys of 
school leavers, stretching from the early 1950s to the end of the century. These surveys thus 
cover the periods of both the ending of all selection into public sector schools between the 
mid-1960s and the early 1980s, and also the ending of the distinction between universities 
and higher-education colleges in the early 1990s. We are able to study the interaction of 
two institutional reforms, and how that interaction, in turn, was modified by changing 
socio-economic status, changing differences between female and male students, and rising 
attainment in school-leaving examinations. The details of the institutional changes are 
described in the Methods section where we specify the institutional variables which are 
used in the statistical models, but the broad changes may be usefully sketched at the outset 
before we set these Scottish debates in the wider international discussion.

Scottish secondary schooling went through two periods of structural reform in the twen-
tieth century. The first was between the beginning of the century and the 1920s, when the 
number of public-sector secondary schools was expanded from around 50 to around 250 
(McPherson and Willms 1986;  Paterson, 2011). The new schools were mostly located in 
districts where the population was predominatly skilled working-class or lower middle-class, 
in contrast to the older schools and to the independent schools, which generaly served the 
middle class. There were also a couple of dozen secondary schools that were independent 
of public management, some of which received some public grants until the 1970s. These 
three sectors all provided, in principle, five years of secondary education leading to the 
school-leaving certificate. By the 1930s around one third of each age cohort was on five-year 
courses. The consolidation of this reform in the decades from the 1930s to the 1950s left 
four main sectors of secondary school: the old schools which pre-dated the reforms, the 
independent schools, the new schools created in the first three decades of the century, and 
the short-course schools (usually referred to as junior secondary schools) that served the 
remaining approximately two thirds of pupils. Entry into short-course or long-course sec-
ondary education was primarily determined by tests of intelligence and attainment taken 
at age 11–12.

The second reform to secondary schooling was  the ending in the 1960s and 1970s of 
the distinction between the short-course schools and the full secondaries, although nearly 
all the independent schools remained separate, educating about 5% of pupils. Successive 
reforms to curriculum, examinations, and systems of pastoral support for pupils gradually 
then sought to widen access to meaningful certification (Gray, McPherson, and Raffe 1983; 
McPherson and Willms 1987; Murphy et al. 2015).
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Scottish higher education also went through two phases of reform. In the middle of the 
century, Scotland had four universities dating from the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries 
(St Andrews, Glasgow, Aberdeen and Edinburgh), along with around a dozen colleges 
providing advanced technological courses, non-graduate training for teachers and nurses, 
and specialist courses in music or art. After the UK Robbins report of 1963, which proposed 
expansion of higher education, several of the colleges were upgraded or merged to become 
Strathclyde University in Glasgow and Heriot-Watt University in Edinburgh, one college 
of St Andrews became the new Dundee University, and one wholly new university was 
created in Stirling. The other colleges continued to provide higher education. The second 
phase was in the early 1990s, when all these colleges became, or merged with, universities. 
At the same time, there was a growth in the provision of higher education courses at levels 
below degrees, mainly in the local technical colleges which had been established in the 
1950s and later. Thus, by the mid-1990s, there were four sectors of higher education: the 
pre-twentieth-century old universities, the 1960s universities, the colleges which became 
universities in the early 1990s, and the sub-degree courses in the technical colleges. A few 
students attended universities outside Scotland (fewer than 1% of school leavers until the 
mid-1990s, rising slightly to 1.9% in 1998).

Our broad research aim is to understand how the school sectors and the higher-edu-
cation sectors interacted with each other during 40-50 years of change when there were 
also several fundamental changes taking place in the relationship among socio-economic 
status, sex, attainment, and progression to higher education from school. The paper is in 
five further sections. Previous empirical research on the relationship between types of 
school and entry to higher education is summarised in the next section. Some of that 
research used the idea of institutional habitus, the relevant theories of which are set out 
explicitly in the third section, with particular attention to the question of change to habitus 
over time. Specific research questions are at the end of that section on theory. The data 
and research methods are described in the fourth section, and then the empirical results 
are in the section after that. The final section discusses these results in the light of the 
theories.

Previous research

In the past decade and half, there have been several significant contributions to research 
into the effects of secondary schools on entry to higher education. The earliest recent 
investigation of this topic was by Pustjens et al. (2004), who examined the effects of 
secondary school on students’ choices of educational destination after school. These 
authors noted (282) the sparsity of research on this topic, as did Espenshade, Hale, and 
Chung (2005, 270), Palardy (2015, 346), and Donnelly (2015, 1075). The general con-
clusion of the recent research has been that, although the main way in which schools 
have an effect on entry to higher education is through their effects on attainment in 
school-leaving examinations (Gorard et al. 2006), there is clear evidence also of direct 
school effects over and above that, and also over and above the effects of socio-economic 
status and sex. Pustjens et al. (2004, 297), with data from Flanders, found large school 
effects on the chances of entering higher education. Taylor et al. (2018, 591) found that, 
in Wales, the probability of going to university depended on the school that a student 
had attended. Anders and Micklewright (2015) found, for England, that the probability 
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of a school leavers’ proceeding to university was influenced by schools’ capacity to modify 
young people’s aspirations, a similar finding to that by Chowdry et al. (2013) and 
Tymms (1995).

A recurrent finding in this research has been that the socio-economic composition of 
the school affects the probability of an individual students’ going to university. Smyth and 
Hannan (2007) found, in Ireland, a positive effect of attending a predominantly middle-class 
school, beyond the effect of individual circumstances. Shulruf, Hattie, and Tumen (2008) 
reached a similar conclusion for New Zealand. Iannelli (2004), comparing rates of transition 
to various post-school destinations in Scotland, Ireland and the Netherlands, found that 
variation among schools was greatest in the Netherlands, with its structurally divided school 
syatem, and least in Scotland, where all schools in the public sector are non-selective. Thus 
in Scotland individual characteristics (attainment, SES and sex) explained a larger propor-
tion of the school variance than in the other two countries.

Donnelly (2015) notes that the most common finding on how the character of a school 
might affect the probability of entering higher education has related to the difference 
between independent schools and public-sector schools. Boliver (2013) found that inde-
pendent schools in England increased their students’ chances of applying to, and being 
accepted by, high-status universities. There were similar findings by Mangan et al. (2010) 
for England, Gayle, Berridge, and Davies (2002) for England and Wales, Epenshade et al. 
(2005) for the USA, and Power and Whitty (2008) for high-attaining students in England. 
The Sutton Trust (2011) in the UK has used such research to campaign for reforms to the 
mechanisms of selection into higher education.

Some research has also found an interactive effect with school. Chowdry et al. (2013, 
451) noted that some schools were more effective than others in encouraging students from 
families of low socio-economic status. On the other hand, Epenshade et al. (2005, 288) 
noted (for the USA) that, after controlling for individual attainment and demographic 
characteristics, schools with high academic achievement had lower than expected rates of 
progress to higher education, especially for low-attaining students.

Some of this research has distinguished among different categories of higher education. 
Closest to the classification which is used in the present paper is that by Taylor et al. (2018), 
who studied entry not only to degree courses at any university but also to shorter (usually 
two-year) courses or to degree courses in the highest-status universities. The distinction 
between degrees and two-year diplomas is analogous to that between four-year and two-
year programmes in the USA, school effects on entry to which were investigated by Palardy 
(2015). The conclusion of this body of work is that, on the whole, high-status schools tend 
to be associated with high-status universities or courses. Taylor et al. (2018) found that 
school effects were particularly strong for entering elite universities. Power and Whitty 
(2008) even found that students from independent schools whose attainment was too low 
to allow them to enter elite universities tended to avoid university altogether, whereas sim-
ilarly qualified students from public-sector schools would go to lower-status universities.

Theory

The main body of theory which has been offered to explain school effects on entry to higher 
education relates to what has been called ‘institutional habitus’. The present paper is not a 
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contribution to theory, but has the more modest aim of offering an empirical analysis in 
which theory might be valuable as a way of interpreting the empirical findings. Smyth and 
Hannan (2007, 176) describe institutional habitus as ‘the impact of a social group on an 
individual’s behaviour as it is mediated through organisations such as schools’. Donnelly 
(2015, 1076) links this more explicitly to the ideas of Bourdieu, defining institutional habitus 
as ‘a set of dispositions and behaviours that are the product of a school’s past experiences, 
staff and pupils’, a description that is analogous to Nash’s summary (1999, 184) of Bourdieu’s 
idea of habitus as ‘a system of durable dispositions inculcated by objective structural con-
ditions’. Though Bourdieu himself does not seem to have used the term, institutional habitus 
is central to his ideas of social reproduction, habitus in general being ‘that system of dispo-
sitions which acts as a mediation between structures and practice’ (Bourdieu 1973, 72), the 
means by which ‘structures … reproduce themselves’ through creating agents attuned to 
that reproduction. So the students become both the products of the reproduction and the 
agents of its further development. Part of that process is the affinity between secondary 
schools and particular tertiary institutions. In Bourdieu’s work on France, that was embodied 
in the connection between the highest status forms of the baccalauréat and the grandes 
écoles (Bourdieu 1984, 133–168). Reay, David, and Ball (2005, 52) applied these ideas to 
understanding the links between particular kinds of secondary school in England and 
sectors of the university system: ‘a geography of taken-for-granteds, possibilities, improb-
abilities, relationships and identities. Some routes are much more obvious and straightfor-
ward from one institutional vantage point than another’. Forbes and Lingard (2013) invoke 
institutional habitus to explain the effects of an independent girls’ school on its students’ 
opportunities. Although Atkinson (2011) demurs at using ‘habitus’ to describe an institu-
tion, on the grounds that the term ought to be corporeal, it has thus served at least meta-
phorical purposes in these writers’ development of Bourdieu’s ideas.

Previous empirical development of the idea of institutional habitus has emphasised what 
Reay, David, and Ball (2001, 1.2–1.3) call the dynamic aspect of institutional habitus: ‘insti-
tutional habituses, no less than individual habituses, have a history and have been established 
over time’. Nevertheless, there has been little empirical attention to change of institutional 
habitus except as a slowly and autonomously evolving characteristic. Reay (1998) notes that 
‘institutional habituses are capable of change but through dint of their collective nature are 
less fluid than individual habitus’. Other writers, though acknowledging the possibility of 
change, tend to treat institutional habitus as a given. Ingram (2009, 432) suggests that ‘despite 
its fluidity any changes in institutional habitus are likely to be a result of a slow evolution’. 
Palardy (2015, 332) describes change in habitus as ‘evolv[ing] over time through interactions 
between parents, students, and staff ’. Smyth and Banks (2012, 265) refer to ‘change as schools 
and catchment areas mutually shape and reshape each other’, a process that is inevitably slow.

The questions which we investigate in this paper are intrinsically about potential change 
in habitus – the ending of selection into different kinds of secondary school in the public 
sector, and the various reforms to higher-education institutions. Therefore, although we 
invoke the concept of institutional habitus as a way of explaining empirical patters, and 
although these previous writers’ use of the term is highly illuminating, we have to turn to 
distinct bodies of ideas for suggestions about how that concept might be relevant to insti-
tutional change. As Bourdieu’s writing implied, the idea of institutional habitus is in some 
respects a way of representing what might be called the relationship between structure and 



6 L. PATERSON

agency (Archer 1979). Previous studies of the historical legacies of educational institutions 
in Scotland have drawn on these older ways of thinking about their effects. The history of 
Scottish schools has been studied for its lasting effect on school attainment (e.g. McPherson 
and Willms 1986;  Paterson, 2020), by invoking ideas about institutions’ persisting identity. 
Ocasio, Mauskapf, and Steele (2016, 676) noted that all persisting organisations develop 
‘historically situated webs of meaning and significance’. These might be particularly strong 
in schools and universities, because attention to cultural meanings is part of these institu-
tion’s basic purpose. Much of the previous study of institutional legacies in Scotland has 
paid attention to the ways in which schools contribute to defining the social-class identity 
of communities (McPherson and Willms 1986). All these historical studies have had change 
as their central focus. J.W. Meyer and Rowan (1977, 340 and 355) describe how ‘institutional 
rules function as myths’ but ‘may conflict with one another’, provoking institutional change. 
H.-D. Meyer (2006, 52) goes further in noting that institutional myths might actually 
embody ‘beliefs in the change process and the power struggles that always surround insti-
tutions’. Analysing the history of the common school in the USA in the late-nineteenth 
century, he described how the advent of massive waves of immigration from central Europe 
elicited new political coalitions which could emphasise the egalitarian potential of the 
institutional tradition in order to shape it as the basis of a new system of schooling for the 
twentieth century. This US experience is an instance of the ‘critical events’ which Clemente 
et al. (2017, 22–24) suggest are a common means by which ‘slow-changing systems’ adapt. 
Events, among which they include political reforms, ‘push organizations to react, … 
lead[ing] to decisions to support the current order of things or to challenge it’. Nikolai (2019, 
377–8), while recognising that ‘accumulated commitments and investments in the selected 
path make it difficult to effect any profound change’, comments that an exogenous change 
in ‘societal values’ might ‘delegitimise established institutional forms and practices’. Ocasio, 
Mauskapf, and Steele (2016, 690) point out that this can happen when the gradual ‘accu-
mulation of historical events’ leads to general ‘societal transformation’. The influence of 
institutions and the wider society might thus be mutual.

There are two specific reasons to to ask whether institutional habitus can change as 
well as the reasons which arise from the theory itself. One is change in the context. When 
the nature of social class has changed as profoundly as it did between the early 1950s 
and the late 1990s, we might expect some change in the connection between class and 
institutions; and if there is no such change, the stability would itself require to be 
explained. The other reason is the extensive policy changes in that same half century. 
Because several of these policies were designed to modify the relationship between social 
class and educational opportunity, the question then arises as to whether institutional 
habitus has anything to contribute to understanding the changing links among institu-
tions, social class and an expanding system of higher education. Few of the empirical 
investigations of the effects of schools on entry to higher education that were summarised 
in the previous section had data that allow any study of change over time. Most studies 
refer to at most a few consecutive years. Exceptions are Boliver (2013), who examined 
the decade from 1996 to 2006, and Espenshade, Hale, and Chung (2005), who dealt with 
1983–1997 but did not analyse change over time. Our data, in contrast, cover the whole 
of the second half of the twentieth century, with a particular focus on the period after 
the early 1960s.
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From the theory and the previous research, we have four specific research questions:

• Was there any statistical association between school sector as defined by school history, 
and university sector as defined by university history? Such an association would suggest 
some affinity of institutional habitus.

• Was any such association in turn linked to students’ social class? Such a link would 
suggest that any affinity of institutional habitus was related to social class.

• Was any such association with social class explained statistically by students’ attainment? 
In other words, was attainment the means by which class stratification was expressed?

• How did any of these associations change over time as both schooling and higher edu-
cation were reformed? Any such change would suggest that the social significance of 
institutional habitus changed.

Data and methods

Details of the sources of data and of the methods of statistical analysis are in the supple-
mental online material, and explained also by Paterson (2020). In brief, the analysis uses 
data from 14 surveys of school leavers, which will be referred to by the dates at which their 
members turned 16: 1952, 1960–2, 1968–70, 1970–2, 1974–6, 1976–8, 1978–80, 1980–2, 
1984, 1986, 1988, 1990, 1996, and 1998 (Croxford, Iannelli, and Shapira 2007; McPherson 
and Neave 1976; Powell 1973). We use these surveys as two kinds of series. For models of 
the full range of student attainment, we can use 1952 and 1974–6 to 1998. The corresponding 
results are in Table 1, and the associated graphs. The second series is restricted to people 
who passed at least one senior-secondary courses, and includes the surveys from 1960-2 

Table 1. Entry to sectors of higher education, 1952–98.

Percentage
old 

universities
other pre-1990s 

universities

degree courses 
not in pre-1990s 

universitiesa

non-degree 
and 

professional 
coursesb all sectorsc

sample size 
(=100%)

Year when respondent 
was aged 16

1952 4 – 2 6 12 1,158
1974–6 4 3 2 4 13 15,932
1976–8 5 3 2 5 14 8,632
1978–80 4 3 2 4 14 21,022
1980–2 4 2 3 5 15 6,966
1984 4 3 5 6 19 3,817
1986 5 4 5 9 23 3,830
1988 7 4 8 9 28 3,327
1990 8 6 8 10 33 2,545
1996 9 8 12 10 39 2,238
1998 10 8 12 9 39 4,431

Percentages weighted; sample sizes unweighted.
adegree courses in any institution that, until the 1990s, was a non-university higher-education college. in 1952, ‘degrees’ 

include professional qualifications for high-status professions.
bnon-degree higher-education courses in colleges not included in the first three columns. in 1952, includes nursing and 

non-graduate professions.
institutions outside scotland are included in columns 2–5 (as proportions of all entrants in column 5: 0.03 or lower until 

1984; 0.04 to 1990; 0.05 in 1996–8).
cthe ‘all sectors’ column is the sum of the others, apart from rounding error.
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to 1998 (omitting 1952 because there were too few such students for reliable estimates): 
Tables 2 and 3, and associated graphs.

We model students’ entry to higher education within about a year of leaving school, 
distinguishing among four categories of higher education.

1. the four old universities;
2. the four universities created in the 1960s (or their institutional predecessors in 

1960–2), along with pre-1990s universities outside Scotland;
3. degree courses in institutions other than the universities in (1) and (2);
4. non-degree courses and professional courses, which are mainly courses leading to 

a Higher National Certificate or Diploma.

The corresponding distributions for both series of surveys are shown in Tables 1 and 2.
In the tables, statistical models numbered (1) compare, across the whole sample, entering 

and not entering the old universities. Models (2) are restricted to people who did not enter 
the old universities, and compare entering and not entering these other pre-1990s univer-
sities. Models (3) analogously restrict to people who did not enter any university in cate-
gories (1) or (2), and Models (4) are restricted to people who did not enter any degree 
course. This approach thus recognises the ordered hierarchy of institutions.

The explanatory variable on which we concentrate is a classification of sample members’ 
final school into the four historically defined sectors. These are, with the average proportion 
of sample members in them across the full-coverage surveys from 1952:

• old full secondaries (pre-1900) (12%);
• independent or grant-aided schools (4%);
• new full secondaries (founded 1900–1940s) (35%);
• junior secondaries (50%).

Table 2. Entry to sectors of higher education, among people who had passed at least 1 higher grade at 
school, 1962–98.

Percentage

Proportion 
with at least 

1 highera
old 

universities

other 
pre-1990s 

universities

degree 
courses not 
in pre-1990s 
universities

non-degree 
and 

professional 
courses all sectors

sample size 
for all but 

first column 
(=100%)

Year when respondent 
was aged 16

1960-2 15 32 6 1 4 43 9,171
1968-70 25 24 11 2 12 49 2,482
1970-2 27 21 10 3 9 42 2,779
1974-6 27 20 11 7 16 53 7,079
1976-8 26 18 11 7 16 53 1,741
1978-80 27 16 11 8 13 48 6,667
1980-2 27 14 9 11 15 49 2,477
1984 32 14 10 14 17 55 1,695
1986 33 16 11 15 22 64 1,829
1988 37 18 12 21 18 69 1,731
1990 41 19 15 20 19 74 1,478
1996 50 18 15 23 13 69 1,459
1998 52 19 16 21 12 68 2,946

Percentages weighted; sample sizes unweighted.
for definition of higher-education sectors, see footnote to table 1, and text. in 1960-2, ‘other pre-1990s universities’ 

includes those colleges which became universities in the 1960s.
aProportion of school leavers passing at least one higher. 
sources: sEd (1971, 28; 1973, 29); gray, McPherson, and raffe (1983: 205); surveys described in Methods section.
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The other explanatory variables are attainment in the senior years of school, sex, and 
socio-economic status. Attainment is measured as awards in the Higher Grade examinations 
(usually taken in the final two years of secondary school), standardised to have mean 0 and 
standard deviation 1 in each survey. For the models confined to people with at least one 
Higher Grade award, we can measure both the number and the quality of attainment as

(number of A-C awards) + 0.5x (number of A awards)

It too is standardised in each survey.
A variable recording sex is available in all surveys; in each survey, around half the sample 

was female. Social class is the Registrar General occupational class of the father, grouped 
for the analysis into I,II; III; IV, V, other. Parental education was recorded in all but the 
1960–2 survey as the age at which each parent left full-time education (15 or younger; 16; 
17 or older, or unknown). The 1960–2 survey did not have any information on parental 
education, but, in order to be able to use this variable with the whole series, we imputed 
the modal value of parental education for each of the six categories of father’s class by the 
technique explained in the supplemental material.

The statistical modelling was done in the R statistical environment, using the function 
‘svyglm’ in the ‘survey’ package. This allowed weights and the clustering into schools to be 
taken into account. We show detailed results by means of predicted proportions entering 
the sectors of higher education. Summaries of the models are in the supplementary material.

Empirical results

Table 1 shows the expansion of school-leaver participation in the four sectors of higher 
education in the second half of the twentieth century. The overall growth, shown in the ‘all 
sectors’ column, happened in two periods – a doubling to a quarter by the early 1980s, and 
then an increase to four out of ten by the end of the century. That expansion masked broad 
stability until the late-1980s in both the oldest sector and, after their initial growth, the 
other pre-1990s universities. Expansion until the late-1980s was more striking in the degree 
courses outside the then universities, and in non-degree courses in local colleges. As a result, 
the share of students taken by the two older sectors fell from around one half in the 1970s 
to just over a third in the early 1980s, recovering back to just under one half in the late-1990s.

Table 1 thus sets the context for investigating the relationship between sectors of schools 
and sectors of higher education, and whether any links are associated with social status or 
sex. Figure 1 illustrates the social class distribution of the student intake to the four sectors 
of higher education, and to higher education as a whole, covering the period from 1952 to 
1998. Until the 1960s, the old universities originally had intakes that were representative 
of all students, but they took an increasing share of high-status students over the following 
three decades. The other pre-1990s universities, by contrast, were more inclusive in the 
1960s and remained in line with overall intake, as did the sector of degree courses in the 
institutions that were higher-education colleges until the 1990s and new universities there-
after. The low-status students were thus increasingly concentrated in the mainly non-degree 
programmes of the further-education colleges.

By contrast to this segmentation, the shift to comprehensive secondary schooling in the 
public sector forced the historically defined school sectors in the opposite direction, towards 
greater homogeneity with respect to social class. Figure 2 shows the social-class distribution 

https://doi.org/10.1080/01425692.2021.1962245
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Figure 1. social class distribution of school-leaver entrants to sectors of higher education, 1952, 1962, 
1978 and 1998.

Figure 2. social class distribution of school leavers, by origin and status of school, 1952, 1978 and 1998.
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of the four school sectors. In 1952, the old secondaries had higher proportions from classes 
I and II than the newer secondaries or the junior secondaries. These three sectors then 
steadily converged. The proportion of classes I and II in the independent schools remained 
very high.

Our question is whether there was any institutional association of school sector with 
higher-education sector, whether that association was linked to social class, whether that 
might be explained by school attainment, and whether any of these associations changed 
over time. As a preliminary analysis of the statistical effects of school sector and socio-eco-
nomic status, Table A1 (Supplementary Material) summarises models of entering each of 
the four sectors of higher education (conditional on not entering the sectors above it in the 
hiererachy), without controlling for school attainment. For each sector, the largest statistical 
effect is time. For all but sub-degree courses, the next largest is the interactive effect of 
school sector and time. For sub-degrees, the second-largest place is shared by that effect 
and the further interactive effect of time, school sector and social class. For the other three 
higher-education sectors, that three-way effect is the third or fourth highest. So the changing 
relationship of school sector to each sector of higher education, and the social class variation 
in these trajectories, are the most important explanation of change of participation over 
time (before we take account of school attainment).

The nature of these changes is illustrated in Figure 3, which shows changing rates of 
entry to the old universities, by socio-economic status, school sector, and sex. From the 
mid-1980s, the independent schools (dotted line) were ahead, but that had not previously 
been consistently the case, especially for high-SES students, the dominant group in these 
schools. After the ending of selection for entry to the education-authority sectors in the 
1970s, the differences among these three categories of schools shrank so far that their lines 

Figure 3. Proportion entering old universities, by socio-eonomic status, sex and school origin and sta-
tus, 1952–98.
source: Predicted values from model 1 in table a1.

https://doi.org/10.1080/01425692.2021.1962245
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are not clearly separated from each other in the graphs. This preliminary analysis suggests 
that there is potential evidence for a link of habitus between entry to the highest-status 
universities and attendance at independent schools or at the oldest schools in the public 
sector. But, if so, there is change over time, in opposite directions. The association with 
independent schools grew over time, but that with old public-sector schools declined.

Next we add school attainment to the models. As explained in the Methods section, we 
now restrict attention to people with at least one Higher Grade award, enabling us to include 
the surveys of 1960–2, 1968–70 and 1970–2, but requiring us to drop the 1952 survey. The 
rates of entry by these students to the four sectors of higher education are shown in Table 
2. We deal separately with: (1) independent schools compared to education-authority 
schools, and (2) comparison among the categories of the latter.

Table A2 (supplementary material) summarises the models for the first set of these 
comparisons. For entry to each sector of higher education (again conditional on not enter-
ing the sectors above it in the hiererachy), the main statistical effect is still time, but 
attainment and the changing effect of attainment are the next strongest for entry to the 
old and to the other pre-1990s universities. For the other two outcomes, the effect of 
attainment and how it changes are similar to the changing effect of class and how it changes. 
The effect of school sector and how it changes are smaller than the effect of attainment 
for all but entry to sub-degree courses, but in no case has the addition of attainment 
removed the effect of school sector or its interactive effect with class.

The sample sizes for the independent schools are relatively small in the later surveys, 
especially for social classes other than I&II. For example, in the five surveys 1986–98 taken 
together, a total of only 126 people from class III were in these schools, and only 100 from 
class ‘IV,V,other’. Therefore, for illustrating the difference between independent and edu-
cation-authority schools, we confine attention to class I&II, and also group the years into 
four categories: 1962–72, in which period most students would have entered secondary 
school in the pre-comprehensive system; 1976–84, which is the period of ending selection; 
1986–90, the period of extending the mid-secondary curriculum to all students; and 1996–
98, which reflects the stable reformed system. Table 3 shows, for each of these periods, the 
proportion of students in class I&II who entered each of the sectors of higher education 
(conditional on not entering the sectors above it in the hiererachy), controlling for attain-
ment and sex.

For the old universities, the entry rate from the independent schools remains consistently 
a few percentages points higher than from the education-authority schools, widening in 
the 1990s for women. For the other pre-1990s universities and the institutions that became 
universities in the 1990s expansion, there is a widening in favour of the independent schools 
after the mid-1980s for both men and women. In contrast, entry to non-degree courses is 
nearly always more common from the education-authority schools than from the indepen-
dent schools, the latter route falling away almost completely in the 1990s.

We can sum this up by saying that the independent-schools advantage has not been 
explained wholly by attainment. The long-established advantage in entry to the old univer-
sities was supplemented by a new advantage for independent schools in relation to the other 
pre-1990s universities and to those that were upgraded in the 1990s. So this is evidence of 
the maintenance of institutional affinity between independent schools and old universities, 
and the possible creation of a new affinity with other sectors.

https://doi.org/10.1080/01425692.2021.1962245
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The remaining analysis is confined to education-authority schools. Table A3 (supple-
mentary material) summarises the models, which broadly show the same kinds of pattern 
of statistical effects as Table A2. The major effects after year are attainment or the changing 
effect of that. Class, sex and school sector have effects, all of which change over time. These 
effects are illustrated in Figure 4 for entry to the old universities. Until the full implemen-
tation of comprehensive schooling, the old schools (dashed line with solid circles) had a 
distinct advantage among high-SES students for entry to the old universities. In the surveys 
from 1962–72, the rate of entry by high-SES males was 0.22 higher in the old schools than 
in the former junior secondaries, and 0.13 higher than in the newer secondaries (s.e. respec-
tively 0.06 and 0.03; p < 0.001). For females, the differences in rates were 0.18 (s.e. 0.04; 
p < 0.001) and 0.091 (0.03; p = 0.003). The differences between the new full secondaries 
(dashed line with open circles) and the junior secondaries (solid line) were also quite clear: 
for males, 0.084 (s.e. 0.05; p = 0.11); for females, 0.09 (s.e. 0.03; p = 0.003). But Figure 4 shows 
that all these differences disappeared in the 1980s. From the mid-1970s, there never were 
any differences by school origin for entry to old universities by medium-SES or low-SES 
students. For no group was there any old-school advantage for entry to the other sectors of 
higher education (not shown). All these patterns were similar for attainment at half a stan-
dard deviation above or below the mean (not shown).

So there was probably an affinity betweeen old schools and old universities for high-SES 
students before selection for secondary school was ended, and before higher education 
started to expand. There was a weaker but still distinct affinity between these universities 
and the secondaries that had been created early in the twentieth century. The affinity was 
not due to school attainment (or sex or SES). It was brought to an end by 

Figure 4. Proportion entering old universities at mean* attainment, by socio-eonomic status, sex and 
school origin, 1962–98 (public sector schools only).
*Mean attainment among students who had at least one higher grade award.
source: Predicted values from Model 1 in table a3.

https://doi.org/10.1080/01425692.2021.1962245
https://doi.org/10.1080/01425692.2021.1962245
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comprehensivisation, and showed no sign of re-emerging when higher education expanded 
in the 1990s. There was no such affinity evident for newer segments of higher education. 
This contrasts with independent schools, where there was evidence of persisting affinity 
with the oldest parts higher education, and the emergence of a new affinity with the newer 
universities.

Discussion

The surveys which have been used in this analysis cover half a century, two phases of high-
er-education expansion, and radical changes in the structure of secondary schools. They 
allow distinctions to be drawn among different sectors of higher education, and enable 
participation to be analysed in terms of school attainment, sex and socio-economic status. 
The surveys also provide details of the secondary schools which students attended, which 
could be classified by their history stretching back to the early twentieth century. So the 
analysis could also investigate the residue of previous reforms in understanding how the 
reforms of the second half of the twentieth century had an impact on students’ opportunities. 
No other data source, in any country, allows attention to these kinds of questions over such 
a long period of time. The main limitation of the analysis is that the data cover only school 
leavers. No evidence was available for other routes into higher education, or for progress 
within higher-education courses.

The general aim of the analysis was to investigate how two processes of institutional 
reform interacted, and how any interaction related to social class. The one process was the 
ending of selection for secondary school between the mid-1960s and the late-1970s. The 
other was the expansion of higher education, first between the early 1960s and the late-
1970s, and later during the 1990s. These processes have often been studied separately, both 
for Scotland and in many other places. Being able to treat them together is another value 
of the data sources.

The conclusion provided two sets of answers to the four research questions outlined 
earlier. The concept of institutional habitus, and its changing importance over time, provides 
coherence to these conclusions. One set of answers related to change which happened 
autonomously from any deliberate policy intent. When the public-sector schools were end-
ing selection between the 1960s and the early 1980s, the independent schools, serving 
predominantly students of high socio-economic status, maintained their association with 
the oldest parts of higher education. This constant association is then a typical instance of 
the consequences of institutional habitus that have been investigated by previous researchers 
(as summarised above: e.g. Reay, David, and Ball (2005), Smyth and Hannan (2007) and 
Donnelly (2015)). During the second phase of expansion of higher education, in the 1990s, 
new affinities emerged between these schools and other pre-1990s universities and with 
colleges that became universities in the 1990s. The independent schools’ advantages were 
not explained by attainment, suggesting that, during the period when their apparent affinity 
with university entrance was strengthening, there was emerging the kind of institutional 
habitus which other writers have invoked as an explanation of independent schools’ role. 
But the key point is that any such habitus emerged, and was not merely inherited: it emerged 
to link these schools with university sectors to which they had not previously shown any 
affinity. Change of this kind has not usually been traced in the literature on institutional 
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habitus, but has been a theme (under different names) in the historical work that was also 
summarised earlier (e.g. Clemente et al. 2017; Ocasio, Mauskapf, and Steele 2016). To 
understand better how it emerged would require detailed, perhaps ethnographic, research 
on individual schools during the five decades which our surveys have covered, but our 
analysis has suggested that there is something of theoretical interest worth investigating: 
an autonomously changing role for institutional habitus.

Understanding emerging habitus would also have to take into account the precisely oppo-
site trajectory of the older schools in the public sector, providing the second set of answers 
to the four research questions. The history of these schools was associated with entry to 
high-status higher education in subtly differentiated ways. It was not only that, during the 
transition to non-selective secondary schooling, students from the former senior-secondary 
schools remained more likely to attend the old universities than students from the former 
junior secondary schools who had similar attainment and similar socio-economic status. 
Even within the category of senior-secondary school, the oldest schools at that time had an 
advantage over the schools that had been founded early in the twentieth century. These 
differences suggest, as with the independent schools, some aspect of institutional habitus 
which associated the older schools with the older universities. But then, quite unlike the 
independent schools, this distinction vanished as the comprehensive system settled down, 
and as the social-class distribution in the older schools came to resemble the social-class 
distribution of the system as a whole. As with the independent schools, explaining these 
changes in the effects of the older schools would require detailed archival work on their 
ethos and characteristics during the ending of selection (for example, as examined by 
Murphy et al. (2015) or by Gray, McPherson, and Raffe (1983)). But what can plausibly be 
said is that the association between school sector and university sector did change, and that 
the change could be represented as a declining role for social class as a dimension of strat-
ification between historically defined school sectors. Perhaps of greatest interest for the 
theory of institutional habitus, these changes would not have happened without the delib-
erate policy intervention represented by the development of comprehensive secondary 
schooling. This finding is, again, an addition to the empirical work on institutional habitus, 
and is consistent with historical research on what Clemente et al. (2017, 22) called critical 
events: for example, the education-policy responses to German re-unification in the 1990s 
(Nikolai 2019), or the reform to the US common schools in the early decades of the twentieth 
century (H.-D. Meyer 2006). Our suggestion, then, is that reforms to the institutional struc-
tures of secondary schooling and of higher education constituted critical events in this sense,

In short, institutional habitus can indeed change, and not only slowly: in historical per-
spective, the period from the 1970s to the 1990s is relatively short. The change can be 
autonomous of policy, or fostered by policy. It can make inequality greater, as in the strength-
ening links of independent schools with university entry, or it can remove old social dis-
tinctions, as in the case of the old schools in the public sector. Although our statistical 
analysis has described changes rather than explained them, it has nevertheless suggested 
that Reay, David, and Ball (2001)’s description of institutional habitus as ‘dynamic’ is worth 
taking very seriously, and investigating further.
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