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1. Abstract

Admissions pattern into selective higher education in Britain show an advantage for already privileged strata of society.  An analysis of purposefully generated data on 1,929 applicants for admission to the University of Oxford finds that quantifiable measures of merit fail to fully explain this admissions pattern.  Interviews with 25 gate keepers for admission and observations of eight admissions meetings suggest instead that the mechanism of homo-social reproduction in decisions involving uncertainty accounts for unequal transition patterns.  The article argues that existing theories of educational transition have paid insufficient attention to the role of gatekeepers and their individual preferences in generating aggregate selection patterns.  Incorporating selectors as actors in transition models increases our understanding of unequal access to educational institutions and the challenges faced in striving towards equal opportunities in an education based meritocracy.  The findings presented here have implications for other fields of sociological enquiry that need to account for the role of individual decision makers. 
Introduction
This article investigates the following puzzle: Why do those privileged in terms of social background, ethnicity and secondary schooling continue to dominate enrollment at a leading British university?  How does this square with the expansion and ‘meritocratic revolution’ in education (Arum, et al. 2005; Soares 1999)?  And how can we as social scientists understand aggregate admissions patterns to an elite university as an outcome generated by the decisions of individual gate keepers? (Abell 2003; Coleman 1990, p. 197; Granovetter 1978, p. 1421). 
‘Education, education, education’ – was the promise the newly elected British Prime Minister Tony Blair made to the electorate in 1997.  For our western democracies, education is the one policy area that normatively requires states to strive for the provision of equal opportunities for individuals from different backgrounds to succeed (Moberly 1949; Tawney 1964, p. 109).  The basis of education based meritocracy is that individuals differ in their use of the educational opportunities provided to them.  This serves as the prime justification why in societies that enshrine the equal worth of individuals (Jefferson 1776; Locke [1690] 1924), citizens’ de facto experience inequalities in labour market outcomes and material well being (Jonsson 1992; Mannheim and Wolff 1971, p. 279).  
This idea of education based meritocracy is increasingly considered to encompass enrolment beyond compulsory schooling.  Tony Blair’s education policy explicitly brought access to higher education to the centre stage with the policy target to increase participation to 50 per cent among university aged adults by 2010.  With the focus on participation rates and the quantity of education consumed by different individuals, however, policy debates frequently pay insufficient attention to the processes of institutional stratification that have accompanied the massification of higher education in many countries including the US and the UK (Arum, et al. 2005).  With more and more youngsters participating in higher education, education becomes not merely a matter of how much one has got but the quality of the educational experience and the prestige of the alma mater are additional differentiators between otherwise similar applicants in the competition for the highest paying and most rewarding jobs (Chevalier and Conlon 2003).  
In the UK, there is one particular higher education institution that has singularly been ‘second to none’ as the gatekeeper to the British elite (Soares 1999, p. 5).  This institution is the University of Oxford and it is used as a case study in this article.  This research design allows specifically answering the question how unequal transition rates are generated.  While the model is developed in a very specific context, the implications are important for other educational transitions and employment contexts. 

Literature Review

I begin the literature review with a brief orienting discussion of the British context of higher education.  I then outline the theoretical framework for understanding educational transitions.  After sketching out the broad context of this article, I discuss the significance of the argument advanced in this article before I explain the analytical strategy and the selection of the case study Oxford. 
Educational Expansion and Stratification

Like other industrial countries, Britain experienced a massive increase in higher education undergraduate participation rates in the second half of the 20th century.  Whereas the higher education age participation index – the proportion of under 21 year olds entering education – was 6 per cent in the 1960s, this figure rose to 20 per cent in the early 1990s and to 33 per cent in 2001 (Blanden and Machin 2004; DfES 2002).  At the same time, the structure of higher education also changed with a founding wave of new universities in the 1960s (Robbins 1963) and the incorporation of former technical universities (polytechnics) into a single higher education system (DES 1991).  
The above changes triggered two distinct responses from the higher education sector and participants in education: a quantitative increase in the length of higher education participation available and a qualitatively differentiation of higher education institutions.  These responses are now briefly detailed.  

First, with more universal undergraduate higher education provision, one way students can still differentiate themselves from their peer is by participating in yet more education beyond an undergraduate degree (Collins 1979).  In 2003, 23 per cent of full-time British undergraduates continued into postgraduate education (Higher Education Statistics Agency 2003).  There is empirical evidence that postgraduate study becomes important for entry to some professions that only required education to bachelor’s level in the past(Wolf 2002).  

The second way higher education institutions and students can distinguish themselves from their peers regards educational quality (Bourdieu and Collier 1988; Brint and Karabel 1989; Stinchcombe 1986).  The process of educational expansion has thus been accompanied by increasing institutional stratification among undergraduate education providers (Taylor 2003).  The UK has seen the emergence of a consortium of 19 research-led universities, the ‘Russell Group Universities’, that account for 60 per cent of all universities research grant and contract income and award over half of all doctorates in the UK (www.russellgroup.ac.uk).  Within this consortium, there is a sub-group of five ‘super-elite universities’ consisting of three London universities (UCL, LSE, Imperial) and the universities of Cambridge and Oxford.  But even within the group of the top five universities, there is no getting away from the fact that the ancient foundations Oxford and Cambridge continue to be the only two British universities with significant institutional endowment levels by international standards and exceptional institutional prestige (Boliver 2005).  
Participation Patterns 

The expansion and differentiation of higher education has led sociologists of education to seek answers to three questions.  First, does more education mean more equal access and participation in education?  (Erikson and Jonsson 1996).  Second, is participation in a stratified system of higher education also stratified along social cleavages such as class and ethnicity?  Third, are differences in participation rates meritocratic? This section reviews two competing theoretical models of educational transition and empirical evidence as well as suggested explanatory generative mechanisms behind the findings.
First, with regards to theory, the maximally maintained inequality hypothesis (MMI) argues that the educational expansion will only benefit lower social strata once the middle classes’ desire for education has been saturated (Raftery and Hout 1993).  This is contrasted with the hypothesised participation patterns in the ‘spill-over’ hypothesis that suggests a spilling-over into secondary and post-compulsory education driven by an equalisations of opportunities at earlier transitions points in the educational system (Jonsson 1992; Jonsson, et al. 1996; Shavit and Westerbeek 1998)
.  The empirical investigation of the competing theories has been complicated by the simultaneous stratification of educational systems.  This means that increases in absolute participation patterns potentially hide qualitative differences in participation by school or higher education type (Arum, et al. 2005).  

In the UK, absolute participation in patterns in compulsory schooling has largely been equalised.  However, participation in the final two voluntary two years of secondary schooling shows higher survival rates for the more privileged social classes (AMONG REF INCLUDE EMA).  Furthermore, social background influences the quality of education children enjoy with selection into one of the remaining 164 state funded schools that select on ability (grammar schools) or participation in private schooling being associated with high social class origin (Ball 1993).  Furthermore, differences in educational attainment remain with regards to ethnicity.  At the end of compulsory schooling, attainment is highest for students of Indian origin followed by attainment of students from Caucasian origin.  Those from Bangladeshi, Pakistani or Black backgrounds perform significantly less well (Rothon 2005).  Finally, female students have more than caught up with centuries of educational disadvantage and now outperform male students at the end of compulsory schooling (REF). 
With regards to higher education, the main repeated empirical observation is that educational expansion has, to date, not changed class differentials in absolute participation rates (Blackburn and Jarman 1993).  In 2001, the Labour Education Minister Estelle Morris observed that ‘five times as many young people from professional backgrounds enter higher education compared with those from unskilled and manual backgrounds – 73-74 per cent compared with 13-14 per cent’ (Morris 2001).  With regards to educational quality, the pattern of participation in different strata of the higher education system shows stark social class and also ethnicity gradients with the lower social classes and ethnic minority students over-proportionately enrolled in the lower status institutions (Archer, et al. 2003; Blanden and Machin 2004; Boliver 2005).  Furthermore, conditional on having participated in undergraduates study, the propensity to enrol in postgraduate education is not equally distributed across different social groups (Sastry 2004; Wakeling 2005; Zimdars 2006).
In sum then, the empirical evidence from the UK lends more support to the MMI than to the spill-over hypothesis.  This is particularly apparent in the most selective forms of higher education.  
Turning to the explanation of the persistent inequality, sociologists have also made significant progress in explaining the generative mechanisms behind unequal transition patterns.  The traditional analytical approach is to focus on the students and their personal or their family characteristics.  For example, researchers might take measures of intelligence – however controversially measured and then conclude that some of the class differences in transition rates relate to class differences in underlying levels of ability (Herrnstein and Murray 1996; Lee and Burkam 2002)
.  An alternative, or sometimes complementary approach is to assess the students or their families’ level of cultural and social capital, and there is little doubt now that attainment levels and the ability to navigate the educational system over and above natural ability vary by social background (Boudon 1974; Bourdieu 1979; Coleman 1988; Willis 1977).  Yet a different way of thinking about transitions is to assume that all students and their families want to avoid downward social mobility.  This makes it more rational for middle class children to continue in education to match their parental social class position than for children from the lower social classes (Breen and Goldthorpe 2001; Gambetta 1987).  Finally, research shows that parents can directly use their economic capital to purchase private schooling that is particularly effective in lifting the attainment levels of children in the middle ability range (Halsey, et al. 1980; Sullivan and Heath forthcoming 2008).  

Significance

This article argues that while the previously discussed mechanisms can account for general trends in participation patterns, their utility for understanding transitions into the most competitive forms of education is severely limited by ignoring the interdependence of selection processes.  The focus on students and their families as actors can account for which individuals advance sufficiently in education to be eligible to apply to selective higher education institutions – let it be Oxford, or the shortlist for a desirable secondary school.  They mechanisms also shed light on the self-selection of applicants to apply to high prestige universities versus other, perhaps more locally based institutions.  But the models fail to fully explain transitions into selective forms of higher education because they ignore the crucial gate-keeping role of selectors to elite institutions.  Specifically, I argue that understanding the goals selectors pursue in the selection process increases our ability to model transition processes.
Analytical strategy

This article focuses on the University of Oxford as a case study of a highly selective higher education institution.  I start off by modelling the self-selection into application for Oxford.  The second step in the analysis uses binary logistic regression analysis to model selection into Oxford based on applicants’ attainment information, their cultural capital, familiar ties with the institution and measures of ability and motivations and aspirations.  The models show that meritocratic measures as well as measures of the previously discussed mechanisms of educational inequality fail to explain fully which students are selected for study at Oxford.  The discussion of the findings from semi-structured interviews with selectors shows, however, that focusing on the selectors as actors and understanding their goals and preferences can account for the unequal transition pattern observed in the statistical data.  
Specifically, the interviews with selectors were aimed at eliciting the goals the selectors themselves pursue in the selection process.  The idea here is based on the model of the rational actor.  The model works on the simple assumption that individuals pursue an objective or goal and then opt for a course of action that they believe advance this objective.  This paradigm then constitutes a soft version of rational choice or rational action models that assume that decision makers have an expected utility that they maximise by calculating the benefits of a decision minus the costs (see e.g. Abell 2005; see e.g. Coleman 1990; Elster 1999; Goldthorpe 2000).  I conclude the article by discussing the implications of the empirical findings for theoretical and methodological developments. 
Description of Case Study

Basing a study on only one institution can lead to concerns about the generalisability of findings.  Given the analytical focus of this paper as well as the unique role of Oxford, however, justifies this approach.  First, the concern is with identifying causal relationships and the motivation and worldview that inform social action (Weber 1978, p. 7-8).  Second, admission to Oxford is important in its own right because of its unique gatekeeping role and the primacy in the national consciousness.  Not only is Oxford the oldest university in the English speaking world (Verger 1992, p. 60) but its graduates have historically been associated with positions of power and prestige in society at large (Ellis 1995). In recent history, all British Prime Ministers who participated in higher education since 1945 passed through Oxford (Beckett 2006); Oxford supplies the largest number of any single British university for future public sector leaders (Oxford University Careers Service 2006); and continue to secure leading positions in the judiciary and the media (Boyd 1973).  In the national consciousness, the representation of Oxford as the ideal of English education and the ‘cultural fact of its superior image is a closed one.’ (Halsey 1997, p. 577; Halsey, et al. 1971, p. 67).  
Finally, Oxford and the University of Cambridge share a very special admissions system for undergraduate study.  All
 prospective applicants are systematically conducted faculty-led academic admissions interviews. All selection decisions rest with the academic faculty who will also teach the selected students. This particular selection procedure makes it even more indispensable to focus on individual selector and their decisions than it might perhaps be in paper-based admissions systems. 
Data and Methods
The empirical analysis draws on two purposefully generated data sources.  The first source is the Oxford Admissions Study data set.  This file contains information on a representatively selected sample of 1,700 applicants with British qualifications who had applied for admission to Oxford during 2002.  The research participants had given written consent to participate in the voluntary survey.  The survey itself contained motivational, attitudinal, behavioral and aspirational measures as well as detailed information on the applicants’ social background.  This information was linked to the application dossiers of the research participants which provided information on the participant’s attainment throughout secondary education and information on their secondary schooling.  The second data source constituted of the transcripts of 25 interviews with faculty involved in the selection of new undergraduate students, field notes from the observation of eight selection meetings and field notes from unstructured conversations with faculty members.  Interview participants among the faculty were selected using a maximum variation sampling frame that allowed for a representation of faculty members from across the spectrum of subjects, seniority within the university hierarchy, experience in conducting selection interviews, both genders and various ethnic backgrounds.
Variables
Social background: Standard classifications of gender, schooling (private, state selective, state non-selective, other), and ethnicity are used.  The analyses uses two social class operationalisations. The classification in Table 1 uses the Office for National Statistics information on the highest social class in the household.  The classification in Table 2 is based on both parental classes and differentiates between the number of parents in different occupations.  
Structural controls: The regression models control for qualification status – pre-qualification status for those who apply in the final year of secondary school and post-qualification for those who apply after having completed their schooling as well as subject of study.  
Meritocratic and extended meritocratic controls: The models also include controls for attainment at the end of compulsory schooling, in the General Certificate of Education (GCSE).  The score is the mean attainment on a scale from 0 (D) to 8 (A*).  In table 1, high achievers are those with a UCAS tariff larger of 360 points or higher UCAS tariff, i.e. those who have achieved most highly in secondary school among all applicants to higher education.  The extended meritocracy measures include performance on an independent intelligence test, the Alice Heim reasoning test (Heim 1968), a deep learning scale (Biggs 1987), whether the student reads more than four books outside the curriculum per year (keen reader), and the goals of university life (academic success, career advancement or a good social life).  Finally, the model includes the score on a quiz testing cultural knowledge (Sullivan 2001).
The binary dependent variable is whether an applicant gained an offer for study at Oxford (coded as 1).  Offers for study at Oxford are usually made prior to an applicant’s final school leaving exams and are subject to satisfactory performance in final school leaving examinations.  

Findings

The first analysis shows the relationship between social background characteristics such as class, ethnicity, gender and schooling and higher education application and acceptance patterns.  In Table 1, application patterns are shown separately for all higher education (HE) applicants, the highest achieving applicants – i.e. those whose secondary school attainment would make them eligible to apply to Oxford – and actual Oxford applicants and the representation among the research participants.  
The table shows a pattern of participation largely expected from the previous discussions of educational attainment by showing strong links between social origin and secondary schooling on higher education application rates.  The higher social classes are over-represented among degree applicants compared to the general population but their presentation among the high achieving applicants and the applicants for Oxford is even larger.  It is particularly noteworthy that while few applicants from the lower social classes apply to higher education or are among the high achieving applicants, the under-representation is particularly stark at the University of Oxford.  With regards to ethnicity, we can see that ethnic minority students are over-represented among all higher education applicants, but in particular Black and Bangladeshi or Pakistani students are under-represented among the highest achievers.  With regards to type of school, students educated in private schools are over-represented among higher education applicants at large, the high achievers and quite drastically among the Oxford applicants.  Finally, male students while being under-represented among higher education applicants and the high achievers, do put themselves forward for Oxbridge admission in the same numbers as their female counterparts.  So far, the above observations do not carry significant news value to sociologists of education.  It is interesting, however, that the class advantage and the representation of white applicants and private school applicants still increased conditional on application for Oxford applicants, but not for all higher education applicants.  For example, private school applicants constitute 39.7 per cent of the Oxford applicants but 42.8 per cent of the Oxford accepts.  White applicants increase their representation from 83.6 to 86.4 per cent among the Oxford students between application and admission and the professional and managerial class increase their share by about two per cent from 70.2 to 72.1.  
This pattern of transition seems, on the surface, to lend some support to the working of maximally maintained inequality in the selection process to Oxford.  But it is also possible that subtle differences in attainment could account for the admissions pattern.  Furthermore, without exploring the relationship between admissions decisions and factors such as cultural capital, aspirations and motivation, it is not clear how these unequal transition patterns are generated. The second step of the analysis now turns to these factors.
Table 1: Social Class, ethnicity, school attendance and gender in the population at large, among UK domiciled HE applicants and among Oxford and research applicants and offers
	
	British Population
	HE applicants and degree accepts
	Highest achieving HE applicants
	Oxford applicants and offers


	research participants and offers

	
	
	All HE applicants
	All degree accepts 
	All UK HE applicants 
	All UK degree accepts 
	Applicants
	Offers
	Participants
	Offers

	Social Class 
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Professional and Managerial Class
	33
	41.5
	43.8
	61.2
	61.4
	70.2
	72.1
	69
	68.1

	Intermediate occupations 
	10.0
	12.1
	12.3
	12.2
	12.4
	12.4
	12.8
	12.8
	14.2

	Small employers and own account workers 
	8.0
	6.0
	6.0
	5.6
	5.6
	5.0
	4.4
	6.4
	7.2

	Lower supervisory and technical occupations 
	9.0
	4.0
	4.0
	3.6
	3.6
	3.9
	3.9
	4.2
	4.1

	Semi-routine occupations 
	13.0
	10.9
	10.5
	6.9
	7.0
	.4
	.3
	.4
	.2

	Routine occupations 
	10.0
	4.7
	4.4
	2.6
	2.6
	0
	0
	0
	0

	Missing
	n.a.
	20.7
	19.1
	7.8
	7.5
	8.0
	6.5
	7.3
	6.3

	Unemployed
	17.0
	n.a.
	n.a.
	n.a.
	n.a.
	n.a.
	n.a.
	n.a.
	n.a.

	Ethnicity
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	White
	92.1
	76.0
	77.3
	87.5
	87.5
	83.6
	86.4
	86.1
	89.0

	Indian 
	1.8
	4.0
	4.2
	3.4
	3.5
	3.5
	2.6
	3.4
	1.8

	Bangladeshi / Pakistani
	1.8
	3.4
	3.2
	1.5
	1.5
	1.6
	1.0
	1.9
	1.1

	Black
	2.0
	4.2
	3.7
	0.9
	0.9
	1.5
	.9
	1.0
	1.1

	Other (incl. Mixed)
	2.4
	4.8
	4.8
	4.8
	4.8
	4.5
	4.1
	3.3
	2.9

	Missing
	0.0
	7.6
	7.0
	1.8
	1.8
	5.3
	5.0
	4.3
	4.1

	Type of School
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Private School 
	12.6
	8.7
	9.7
	21.1
	20.8
	39.7
	42.8
	38.6
	39.6

	Comprehensive and FE
	80.5
	64.3
	64.7
	62.1
	63.1
	50.1
	47.2
	53
	51.6

	Selective State School 
	6.9
	4.9
	5.5
	10.0
	10.0
	6.4
	7.2
	6.9
	6.9

	Other
	n.a.
	1.2
	1.2
	0.9
	0.9
	0.5
	0.2
	0
	0

	Missing
	n.a.
	20.9
	18.9
	5.9
	5.1
	3.3
	2.6
	1.5
	1.8

	Gender
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Male
	48.8
	45.7
	45.6
	42.3
	42.4
	49.9
	51.5
	45.2
	49.4

	Female
	51.2
	54.3
	54.4
	57.7
	57.6
	50.1
	48.5
	54.8
	50.6

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	N
	58,799,194 (Census) 278,391 (DfES)
37,248  (LFS)
	409,968
	316,242
	94,634
	86,157
	9,842
	3,300
	1,747
	656


Data Sources: 

Population Statistics: British Population socio-economic status: Labour Force Survey, Office for National Statistics, (Socio-economic classification1 of working-age population, summer 2003). British Population ethnic and gender composition: Census, April 1991 and 2001, Office for National Statistics; Census, April 2001, General Register Office for Scotland; Census, April 2001, Northern Ireland Statistics and Research Agency.  British Population educational institutions for 16 – 18 year olds: Department for Education and Skills: Table 1: GCE/VCE A/AS and Key Skills at Level 3 results of students aged 16-18, by type of establishment and gender by the end of 2002/03  (www.dfes.gov.uk/rsgateway/DB/SFR/s000441/tab001.shtml viewed on 20.10.2005).  Higher Education Statistics: UCAS tariff and Socio-Economic Class / Ethnicity / gender / educational institution for UK applicants in 2002: www.ucas.ac.uk/statistics.  Oxford Statistics: UCAS data supplied through the Oxford Colleges Admissions Office

The binary logistic regression analyses displayed in Table 2 first repeats the major findings from Table 1.  Using a more nuanced social class schema that differentiates between the number of professionals in the household, the model shows that applicants with two professional class parents have the highest chance of gaining a place with significant lower chances for other groups of applicants.  There is also a penalty for female applicants and South Asian applicants and an advantage for private school applicants.  The introduction of what might be termed meritocratic controls in Model 2 in the form of subject of study (Bickel, et al. 1975) secondary school attainment does not explain any of the patterns except for the private school effect.  The previously observed advantage for privately educated applicants turns out to be a disadvantage when taking into account educational attainment.  In model three, an array of what might be termed extended meritocracy measures are included in the model.  This includes scores on an independent intelligence test, scores on a deep learning scale and the students’ aspiration for their time at university as well as cultural capital measures.  While these measures are meaningfully related to admissions decisions, these student characteristics do not explain the previously observed class, ethnic, gender or school patterns in selection
.  
Table 2: Logistic Regression Model of gaining an offer (coded as 1) for candidates with GCSE and AS / A2-levels

	
	Model 1

Gross effects
	Model 2
Structural and meritocratic controls
	Model 3
Extended Merit and Cultural Capital controls

	
	B
	S.E.
	B
	SE
	B
	SE

	Social Background (ref: two professional class parents, Male, White)
	
	
	
	
	
	

	One professional
	-0.35***
	0.13
	-0.39***
	0.14
	-0.33**
	0.14

	Managerial class
	-0.42***
	0.15
	-0.49***
	0.16
	-0.40**
	0.17

	Clerical class
	-0.41
	0.25
	-0.15
	0.28
	-0.05
	0.29

	Working class
	-0.24
	0.24
	-0.12
	0.26
	-0.01
	0.27

	Class Missing
	-1.09***
	0.34
	-1.36***
	0.36
	-1.16***
	0.39

	Female
	-0.23**
	0.10
	-0.39***
	0.12
	-0.45***
	0.12

	South Asian
	-0.89***
	0.29
	-0.89***
	0.32
	-0.71**
	0.34

	Other ethnicity
	-0.25
	0.18
	-0.16
	0.21
	-0.06
	0.22

	School (reference: non-selective state school)
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Private 
	0.24*
	0.13
	-0.26*
	0.15
	-0.27*
	0.15

	Selective State School
	0.36
	0.22
	0.06
	0.24
	0.10
	0.25

	Other
	0.22
	0.14
	0.04
	0.15
	0.05
	0.16

	Structural Controls (pre-qualification candidate, Humanities)
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Post qualification candidate
	
	
	0.48
	0.43
	0.65
	0.45

	Social Sciences
	
	
	-0.31*
	0.15
	-0.15
	0.16

	Medicine test takers
	
	
	-1.16***
	0.25
	-0.97***
	0.27

	Maths test takers
	
	
	0.10
	0.24
	0.34
	0.26

	Other subject
	
	
	0.37***
	0.15
	0.63***
	0.16

	Meritocratic Controls
	
	
	
	
	
	

	GCSE
	
	
	1.77***
	0.18
	1.61***
	0.18

	GCSE squared
	
	
	0.25***
	0.02
	0.23***
	0.03

	Number of Advanced Extension Awards
	
	
	0.65***
	0.21
	0.73***
	0.21

	Extended Merit Measures (ref: goal of university – academic success)
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Alice Heim Intelligence Test 
	
	
	
	
	0.05***
	0.02

	Deep Learning Scale
	
	
	
	
	0.02
	0.01

	Goal of university: Career
	
	
	
	
	-0.66***
	0.17

	Goal of university: Social Life
	
	
	
	
	-0.31**
	0.16

	Cultural Capital (ref: not keen reader)
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Culture Quiz Score
	
	
	
	
	0.07***
	0.02

	Keen reader
	
	
	
	
	0.31**
	0.15

	Constant
	-0.31**
	0.13
	-0.12
	0.28
	-2.56***
	0.69

	Df
	10
	
	25
	
	31
	

	Chi square
	42.44***
	
	317.84***
	
	377.78***
	

	n
	1,700
	
	1,700
	
	1,700
	


* p < .10, ** p < .05, *** p < .001         not displayed: effects of predicted and achieved A-levels, included in Model 2 and 3
The quantitative analyses then show that there are differential transition rates into higher education.  This is largely an effect of differences in attainment at secondary school and also partly due to differences in self-selection to apply to Oxford among those eligible to apply because of their high academic attainment.  But conditional on having applied to Oxford, there were also differential success rates which advantaged professional class, white and male applicants.  The initial advantage for private school educated students turned out to be a disadvantage when controlling for attainment and extended merit measures.  None of the measures that sociologist generally use for 
explain educational transitions – cultural capital, motivations, aspirations, intelligence and learning styles – could account for social class effects on gaining an offer. 
The second part of the analysis concerns the findings from the 25 interviews with selectors and the observation of eight admissions meetings.  There were several indicators of what might account for the differential transition rates.  
The first finding from the interviews with selectors is that tutors were generally aware of the different educational opportunities offered to applicants from different schools.  In particular, private schools were generally regarded to give an advantage and selectors were also aware that the government wanted Oxford to increase their state school participation rate.  As a male Science tutor explained:

‘Tutors think they are doing a balancing act.  Well, you are doing things like balancing access...  I think, people do it, and always HAVE in Oxford, informally.  I remember years ago - in the early 70s, the Classics - no, Philosophy, Ancient Philosophy - tutor and there is no question that he used to say ‘Oh, yes, but for somebody from that, comprehensive, or secondary modern, or whatever it was then - this is a very good performance!’ - So, I think Oxford has always looked at that sort of thing.’ 
A female arts tutor who was involved in selection for the first time re-iterated this point after attending a university wide training session on admission.  She explained: 

The only thing they mentioned with regard to type of school was that there was some kind of legislation which…deals with rating schools and rating them according to their average grades across the entire year group.  And they said that it was legitimate if there were two students who were, doing extraordinarily well who had slightly different G.C.S.E. grades that, the comparison of how - say one of them had seven A stars and one A and one had eight A stars, the person who had seven A stars and.. if in comparison to their year group that’s still an outstanding grade and the other person comes from a school which produces one hundred percent, A star grades then that can be taken into consideration… .’
These two statements tied in with the observation of actual admissions meetings.  In those meetings, tutors frequently formally or informally mapped an individual student’s performance against the performance of his or her entire secondary school and then they looked for positive outliers.  This means that there is a discounting of the performance of applicants who had attended the best schools but not shone given their educational opportunities.  This finding ties in with the observation in the statistical data that applicants from private schools are less likely to gain an offer than applicants from state schools with the same secondary school attainment. 
The interviews also shed light on the differential transition pattern by social class, ethnicity and gender.  This analysis draws on questions about the goal of the selection process.  When tutors were asked about the purpose of selection, they generally respondent that they were looking to admit students with a combination of academic ability and potential, motivation and ‘teachability’.  The following quote from a male Arts tutor summarises the first two preferences: 
‘It’s really ability and motivation.  Because you can have highly able students who don’t do anything once they get here and doodle all the time and they’re hopeless.  No fun at all to teach them.  And then you have those who are really up for doing a lot of work.  It’s a very un p.c. thing to say but not everyone has the same ability at everything so, you know…I would say those who put in a lot of effort are more rewarding , than those who you know sit back and say I am bright and I will get through, and often DO but it’s not very much fun for the tutor.’ 

Furthermore, the perfect students were teachable, that is they listen well and are active learners – interactive, responsive and willing to engage in a discussion, flexible in their thoughts, inquisitive, accommodate new information, are unafraid to ask for more information and enjoy the tutorial way of learning practiced at Oxford.  While these objectives of the selection process are perhaps unsurprising, the analysis also uncovered that tutors pursued what might be termed underlying goals in the selection process.  Here it is first noteworthy that selectors regarded selection as a risky enterprise that was surrounded by a lot of uncertainty as illustrated by this quote from another male Arts tutor:

‘I think it it’s all these choices are risky in terms of, um  whether they’ll be able to cope, or whether they’ll go into kind of autopilot once they get here and, and there’s no point in denying the fact that mistakes are made all the time’ 

It emerged, then, that tutors have a preference for admitting students who are not ‘risky’.  The student labelled as ‘risky’ are actually a very diverse group that includes intellectual borderline candidates as well as super-achievers.  The one thing that united these students appeared to be that there was something in their application dossier or interview performance that made their behaviour over the next three years difficult to predict (Arts observations, Science observation).  

For example, several tutors reported that while they endorsed widening participation as an objective, they found it risky to admit applicants from ‘no-name schools’ with reference letters of ‘unknown trustworthiness’.  Those who ‘you know it would be nice to give a chance to…they might respond to tutorial system um, but it’s got to be the right sort of risk.’  (Female Arts tutor)  A related risk is admitting those with only ‘pure untrained ability’ and lower levels of attainment who cannot ‘cope with the course…and all you do over the next three years is to somehow steer them through, so that they can somehow get a degree, a lower second or something and just, you know get on with their lives.’ (Male Arts tutor).  Tutors also perceived it as risky to admit students who would turn down their offer for study at Oxford (Science observation).  These underlying preferences suggest that Oxford selectors have an implicit ideal of a student in mind when selecting new undergraduates (Stevens 2007).
The uncertainty of the selection process and the desire of tutors to select predictable students then links this research project to the body of literature on decision making under uncertainty.  Previous research on the selection of managers has shown that decision making in such contexts tacitly encourages the selection of individuals with characteristics most similar to the selectors themselves (Kanter 1977).  With regards to gender inequalities in employment, Kanter found that when businesses are going through uncertain economic times, male dominated selection panels were particularly unlikely to select female candidates.  This changed in more secure times when selectors seemed more willing to make decisions solely based on objective measures of merit rather than social similarity thus resulting in higher selection rates of female staff into managerial roles.  The findings also tie in with previous research on selection into education that found that selection decisions do not only reflect the committee’s judgements of an applicant’s credentials but also the values of the selectors (Lane, 2002, p. 173).
Discussion

This article set out to explain enrollment at a highly selective university.  I argued that current models of educational transition cannot fully explain transition patterns.  Conditional on application and taking into account attainment levels and extended merit measures, the statistical analysis shows an advantage in selection for male, white, professional class and state school educated applicants.  I argue that this transition pattern can be understood as the result of the values and goals of the selectors.  On the one hand, many selectors are concerned about social justice and aware of the advantageous schooling available through the private sector.  Therefore, some discounting of the performance of these applicants occurs.  At the same time, selectors perceive the admissions enterprise as involving a lot of uncertainty, especially when applicants are concerned who have scored high on some selection measures but low on others.  At this point in the selection process, selectors seem more inclined to select students that are predictable.  This advantages students who are like previous students (Stevens 2007) and also those who are most like the selectors themselves – i.e. predominantly white, professional class males (Kanter 1977).
Theoretical implications 

The institution under study in this article and its admissions procedures are unique in many ways but the article contributes broadly to our current understanding of social reproduction in general selection contexts.  Specifically, the study makes the following advances over prior research on selection into higher education.  First, the study draws simultaneously on interview data with gate-keepers and data from a purposefully generated survey of almost 2,000 applicants for admission to Oxford.  On the one hand, this mixed methods approach allows for robust statistical findings of transition pattern taking into account detailed measures of attainment and extended merit measures.  On the other hand, the research design also facilitates an interpretation of the generative mechanisms behind the findings from the perspective of the actors themselves (Fuchs Epstein 2006; Goldthorpe 2000; Hedstrèom 2005).  Second, the study uses a generic model of rational decision making developed in other social contexts and applies it to the particular context of selection into higher education.  In that sense, the research becomes an interpretive case study that contributes to our understanding (verstehen) of an aggregate social phenomenon by identifying the motivations of the actors that inform their decisions (Coleman 1990; Weber 1978, pp. 7–8). This allows us then to think of social reproduction in selection as an unintentional by-product of rational decision making (REF, again Weber).  
Policy implications 
The British government has repeatedly voiced its commitment to widening participation in higher education.  The Russell Group of universities, and especially Oxford, have been particularly in the public eye.  For example, 2004 saw the founding of the Office for Fair Access (OFFA), a watchdog that monitors the intake from different school types and social backgrounds by higher education provider.  In 2007, the government announced changes to the University and Colleges Admissions Services application form that is mandatory for all higher education applicants.  Currently, the form only contains information on the highest social class in the applicants’ household.  In the future, this form is to include information on the educational background of the applicant’s parents as well.  The analyses in this article suggest that this initiative might indeed lead selectors to select different people at the margins of the selection process.  On the other hand, the general monitoring of higher education admissions may also mean that selectors perceive great uncertainty and are thus more prone to revert to the selection of socially similar as it might be the case if they were allowed more discretion in their decisions.  
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� Normatively, the implication of this finding is also controversial.  Luck egalitarians, for example, reject that the lottery of ability endowment at birth should legitimately affect life outcomes in democratic forms of government � ADDIN EN.CITE <EndNote><Cite><Author>Marshall</Author><Year>1993</Year><RecNum>305</RecNum><record><rec-number>305</rec-number><ref-type name="Journal Article">17</ref-type><contributors><authors><author>Marshall, G.</author><author>Swift, A.</author></authors></contributors><auth-address>Marshall, G.&#xD;Univ Bath,Sch Social Sci,Bath Ba2 7ay,Avon,England&#xD;Univ Oxford Balliol Coll,Oxford Ox1 3bj,England</auth-address><titles><title>Social-Class and Social-Justice</title><secondary-title>British Journal of Sociology</secondary-title><alt-title>Brit J Sociol&#xD;Brit J Sociol</alt-title></titles><pages>187-211</pages><volume>44</volume><number>2</number><keywords><keyword>mobility</keyword></keywords><dates><year>1993</year><pub-dates><date>JUN</date></pub-dates></dates><accession-num>ISI:A1993LH81100001</accession-num><label>Routledge</label><urls><related-urls><url>&lt;Go to ISI&gt;://A1993LH81100001</url></related-urls></urls></record></Cite></EndNote>�Marshall, G. and Swift, A. 1993 'Social-Class and Social-Justice', British Journal of Sociology 44(2): 187-211.�.  


� Certain exception to this rule apply for applicants from outside the European Union who may be considered based on their paper application dossier.


� In further analyses, the models were run separately for different subjects.  This investigation uncovered that for example, cultural capital measures were only important in humanities and social science subjects.








� At the same time, some proponents of this hypothesis would also maintain that the spill-over into the labour market is limited by a deferred selection mechanism.  There is some evidence in the UK that employers increasingly use non-meritocratic screening tools in the selection for employment that are perhaps more easily attainable by the highest social classes (Jackson 2002; Goldthorpe, 1996, p. 268).
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