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Thank you for this invitation today. It is great to be back at the OU. 
 
Let me start with an interview with Professor Eric Hoover reported in The Chronicle of Higher 
Education (14 April 2014). His interviewer says:  
 

‘I have this daydream that one day a big-name university shocks the world by 
announcing that it plans to fill half of its first-year class with students who have 
mediocre grades …. (T)his super-prestigious university would essentially set out to 
prove that its faculty really is as great as it’s cracked up to be, so great that it can 
take less-than-spectacular students and make them better. Does that strike you as 
cuckoo?’ 

 
 Professor Hoover replies: 
 

‘It’s a great idea. If you’re going to experiment like this, it would be a lot easier for an 
elite institution to do it. Today, the fact is, most of the wonderful outcomes at elite 
institutions are a result of the inputs.’ 

 
The reference point here is the highly selective institution, because it’s a lot easier for such 
an institution to reduce its entry standard than for a comprehensive university to raise its 
standard.  
 
Or seemingly so: there have been major court cases in the US about highly selective 
universities denying places to students from elite family backgrounds because they’re 
widening access to under-represented groups with their affirmative action programmes. One 
result of this is that there’s now evidence from the US about how diversity contributes to the 
learning process. These universities had to defend their practices on that basis because they 
had to demonstrate a compelling interest on educational grounds. 
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I’ll come back to this at the end, but first I want to explore this obsession with smartness. It 
takes us in interesting directions, at the heart of which is something that’s been with us for 
many years, social class. 
There’s been huge growth over several decades in students obtaining degrees, especially 
since mid-1990s. As we can see from the graphs below, this has far outpaced population 
growth and GDP growth. Indeed, it’s contributed to GDP growth by raising productivity. 
 

There are many other benefits of graduates too – not just higher incomes but better health, 

more civic and voluntary participation, and lower crime.  

It’s interesting to note that from 1945 to the late 1970s, when there were much fewer 

graduates in the working population than now, overall income inequality in the UK fell. 

Income inequality then rose sharply in the 1980s, when the proportion of graduates in the 

population didn’t change, and then levelled off as the number of graduates rose sharply. The 

expansion in graduates has widened access to higher incomes and in that sense has 

contributed to reducing inequality, inequality that’s been driven by the rise of the knowledge 

economy. 

Overall then, more graduates looks like a good thing. Higher education, on average, 

substantially increases the chances of having a decent income in knowledge economies. 

This, though, has skewed attention to the private benefits of HE. Walter McMahon’s work in 

the US in fact suggests that only around half of the benefits of higher education are captured 

privately by individuals; the other half is a social benefit, to society at large.  This could be 
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seen as supporting the case for fees, but not the almost total privatisation we now have in 

England. A funding model that better reflects the benefits would support half the cost of 

higher education from general taxation and half from fees or a graduate tax.  

To say that we nevertheless have something like that because 30-40% of student loans will 

be written off seems to me perverse. In fact, the likely increasing scrutiny of loan repayment 

rates by institution and subject will have the effect of further marketising the higher education 

sector. David Willetts for example thinks it would be a great idea for universities to buy their 

student loan books. That would be cheaper for Middlesex than say Oxford because the price 

would factor in non-payment. Willetts argues that institutions with higher non-payment would 

be incentivised to raise graduate employment outcomes. 

These really quite distracting proposals just serve to further deflect attention from the class-

based nature of British universities, which is what I want to talk about. 

Higher education and social class 

The UK today remains very much a class society. The next table shows Mike Savage’s new 

class classification published recently in his book Social Class in the 21
st

 Century. His 

typology uses income, savings, house value and cultural participation. The elite is the top 

6%, some distance from the other classes in terms of income and wealth. At the other end is 

the precariat, 15% of the population surviving on benefits or exceptionally low wages. 

 

 

 
My contention is that British universities are part of the structure that creates this class 
system. They are a sorting mechanism that matches privileged children to the most 
prestigious universities, and this is true of international student recruitment as well as home 
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recruitment. It is not so true of part-time HE because this is so dominated by the OU, which 
is a comprehensive university. 
 
The OU is comprehensive because it’s non-selective but of course has its own issues of 
graduating a different, more advantaged, profile than its intake because of differential 
retention and progression.  
 
Let’s have a closer look at our class society. The graph below shows results from the Great 
British Class Survey comparing the occupational class of the main parental earner with the 
social class of their children. If we look at the first vertical bar, the blue bar, we can see that 
51% of children who made it into the elite class had parents who were in senior managerial 
occupations.  In contrast, if we go to the fourth column, the purple column, just 11% of 
children born to a manual worker parent made it into the elite class. At the other extreme, the 
last purple column on the right, the picture is reversed: 65% of children with a manual worker 
parent were stuck in the precariat. There is social mobility here but with real limits. 

 
 

 

 
Universities have widened access to good incomes and without much diluting of the 
graduate earnings premium. But they are reproducing a class structure in the same way as 
selective schools, which I’ll come back to in a moment. 
 
In this next graph we see the effect of higher education generally in filtering graduates into 
social class positions, especially the elite and established middle class: 
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The role of academic selection 
 
I’m interested in how different types of institution differentiate the class structure. The 
mechanism for this is academic selection, by which I mean selection beyond any notion of 
what’s actually needed to succeed on a course. 
 
Let’s go back to selective schools. We’ve learned our lesson about selective schools. 
They’ve entrenched social division rather than solved it. The next table is a summary of the 
evidence in the left hand column, and in the right hand column I’ve listed what we know 
about how to achieve the best outcomes in schools, which boils down to teacher expertise: 
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A comprehensive school setting – mixed socially and by ability – creates a better learning 
context than selective schools: overall it achieves better outcomes. Reading this across to 
higher education has profound implications. 
 
The next table gets down to the issue: selective universities as escalators into the elite social 
class. The first column is the university attended grouped by selectivity, plus no HE. The 
next two columns are graduates from senior manager or professional family backgrounds 
broken down by the type of school attended and then type of university or none. The final 
two columns do the same for graduates from semi-routine or routine occupational family 
backgrounds. The figures in the table are the proportion who now belong to the elite social 
class. 
 
There’s a royal road to the elite: 64% of those from an elite family background who attend an 
independent school and then Oxford join the elite. This proportion declines as we look down 
the first column and the university hierarchy has its effect.   
 
In the second column we see the effect of independent schools doing their job as 
comprehensive schooled graduates do less well and then are filtered again by type of HE. In 
the last two columns we see the drag on class position caused by coming from a non-elite 
family background, even with independent schooling and elite HE. 
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We can see in the next table the social class ecosystem of British universities, showing 
graduates grouped by economic and cultural capital measures and university attended. 
There are some surprising results: my own institution, Middlesex, is grouped with Edinburgh, 
St Andrews and Royal Holloway. So is the OU. The London post-92 universities do 
surprisingly well in this class hierarchy. The reason is London: it’s an escalator to opportunity 
for graduates, itself an issue in terms of how far London dominates the geography of social 
class in the UK. 
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Another angle on this is the evidence now appearing of large variations in graduate earnings 
depending on subject and university attended. As I’ve mentioned, there is a danger that this 
is blamed on the universities that don’t do so well, or even worse their students - students 
that shouldn’t be at university in the view of some. Yet we see again the long reach of social 
class: even controlling for type of degree and university this IFS study shows it is graduates 
from wealthier family backgrounds who end up earning the most: 

 

 

 
The terrible thing about this is how much obfuscation there is about what’s really going on. 
Here’s Vikki Boliver’s research on the Russell group, challenging its claims about access: 
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Despite all their funding and apparent activity widening access very little has been achieved. 
Recruitment from low participation neighbourhoods has been particularly poor and there’s 
still a big gap for state schools. There does appear to be a problem with admissions and 
there’s especially a problem with how the Russell group misrepresents the progress made. 
 
Contextualised admissions are a potentially powerful way to address this persistent under-
representation of students from less advantaged backgrounds in Russell Group institutions. 
But it does not go the heart of the problem as I see it, and that’s the use of academic 
selection beyond what’s needed to succeed on a course. 
 
The ability of universities to select academically as extremely as they like, combined with 
prior attainment being used in league tables, has encouraged institutions in strong market 
positions to use selection for reasons of prestige rather than education. This is turn attracts 
elite employers to the most selective universities, which are acting like employment agencies 
for the elite professions, meaning that these professions lack diversity and are ignoring 
potential. The Social Mobility and Child Poverty Commission’s research is illuminating:  

 
 

 

 
Stephen Gorard’s work summarised in the next figure argues that in the aggregate we see social 
classes represented in HE broadly in proportion to their prior qualifications. So what’s the problem? 
There is an effect of what he calls ‘subjective opportunity structure’: the attitude for example of a white 
working class kid that university is not for them, or the attitude of a middle class kid from Surrey that 
Sunderland University is not where they’ll be comfortable, or a working class kid from Sunderland that 
Oxford isn’t for them. This affects motivation and ambition. They are the hidden injuries of class, and 
start when parents choose schools on the basis of the kinds of friends they want their children to have. 
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This is what Steven Gorard writes, and it’s what I think really needs to be debated: 
 

‘Perhaps discrimination by qualification will soon seem as unnatural as discrimination by sex, 
class, ethnicity, sexuality, disability and age do now … There is a high correlation between 
level 3 qualification and university success and between university outcome and success in 
employment … largely because we create them.’  

 

What this means is some people find it harder to learn than others but that can be changed. 

In health care we expect medicine to get better and better at treating us. In education we’re 

still obsessed with smartness, with the ‘state of health’ rather than the quality of treatment. 

To stimulate this debate, I wrote about this in The Conversation last year (17 August 2015) 

and suggested some reforms. Universities could be required to operate quotas to enable a 

wider range of applicants to get places, with these agreed in their access agreements. There 

is a precedent with academy schools that are on the whole non-selective but can select a 

proportion of their entry. Even if universities were predominantly selective they could have a 

quota for open entry. 

All universities could be required to create access courses and exit pathways so that they 

are comprehensive. That is what was done to grammar schools when comprehensive 

secondary education reforms were introduced in the 1960s and ‘70s. 

Scholarships for high flyers in less selective universities have not been very successful but 

this could be given teeth by funding them from a tariff on very selective universities until 

those institutions do better with access. 
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These reforms might also encourage mergers, such as between a Russell Group and post-

92 university in the same city, and could be driven by introducing mandatory credit transfer 

between institutions, or between institutions achieving at the same level in the forthcoming 

Teaching Excellence Framework. 

The overall policy aim would not be like it is at the moment, encouraging small intakes of the 

brightest and best from disadvantaged backgrounds to be slightly less small, and leaving the 

major access mission to a group of ex-polytechnics. The policy aim instead would be 

achieve greater diversity in all institutions. 

Diversity matters, not just as a social aim but because diversity – as with identity diverse 

teams - can solve problems, and often better than just grouping together high achieving 

individuals. By selecting out diversity in our universities we may be impoverishing them as 

learning environments.  

As I mentioned at the start, there are interesting studies from the US indicating that diverse 

classrooms bring a broader range of ideas and perspectives and more complex thinking 

among students. Some studies have shown that grouping seminar groups to enhance their 

diversity results in better engagement and academic outcomes, including on-line seminars. 

And the challenge of more white middle class students studying among the multi-cultural 

diversity of my University is as great as the challenge of more black working class students 

studying at Oxford. 

Diversity is the challenge and not just access. 

Thank you. 

 


