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Introduction
This paper explores the implications for social inequality of expansion of higher education provision in Ireland, taking account of differentiation in the higher education system. It uses nationally representative data from the regular School Leavers’ Survey over the period 1980 to 2006, a period of rapid growth in post-school educational participation. In analysing changes over time, we seek to assess the extent to which higher education expansion has resulted in a process of inclusion or diversion for working-class young people. 
Explanations of social class differentiation in educational participation have often drawn on a rational choice perspective. From this perspective, social class differences in educational attainment are viewed as reflecting the relative costs and benefits associated with continued participation (Erikson and Jonsson, 1996; Breen and Goldthorpe, 1997). The relative costs of schooling are likely to be higher for working-class families. Furthermore, parents with higher levels of education will have greater knowledge of the educational system and will be better equipped to help their children with homework and study. The middle-classes have more to lose by not staying on in education since they risk social demotion, whereas young people from working-class backgrounds may see less benefit to staying on at school. The probabilities of educational success may also differ between social groups and difference in prior achievement may serve as a signal of future success (Erikson and Jonsson, 1996). From this perspective, changes in educational participation over time are related to shifts in the relative costs and benefits attached to school attendance; Erikson and Jonsson (1996), for example, relate the reduction in inequality in educational opportunity in Sweden to a decline in income inequality resulting from welfare state policies. 

Work by Arum, Gamoran and Shavit (2007) adds to such an understanding of increasing educational participation by exploring the consequences of growth of, and diversification in, the provision of higher education places at the system level. Their analyses of 15 countries indicate that both eligibility for entry to higher education and levels of attendance are higher in more diversified systems. Social inequality in entry levels is lower in diversified than in binary systems. However, inequality is greater for ‘first tier’ enrolment in both diversified and binary systems and in diversified systems there is greater inequality in entry to first-tier institutions than in unified systems. While expansion in higher education was pervasive across the 15 countries studied, it was associated with declining inequality only in selected cases. However, they reach the conclusion that the balance of evidence favours interpreting the picture as one of increasing inclusion since ‘the expanding pie is increasingly inclusive even when relative advantages are preserved, because it extends a valued good to a broader spectrum of the population’ (Arum et al., 2007, p.29).
Rational choice theory has generally been applied to empirical studies of entry to higher education overall rather than to attendance at specific types of higher education institution. However, Becker and Hecken (2009) extend the framework to look at the choice processes concerning academic or vocational education in the binary German system. They find that working-class children’s choices are most strongly influenced by negative evaluations of the probabilities of success in university education.
This paper seeks to apply a rational choice framework to the analysis of entry patterns to higher education in the Irish context. The following section outlines the main features of higher education in Ireland. 

The Irish context

Within higher education in Ireland, there are two main types of institutions: universities and institutes of technology. The oldest university dates from the 16th century with a new group of universities established in the 19th century. There are now eight institutions with university status while the university structure also encompasses recognised colleges, including colleges of education (for primary teacher preparation) and art colleges. From the late 1960s, Regional Technical Colleges were set up to offer sub-degree courses in technical areas; these colleges were intended to cater to regional labour markets and promote economic development at the local level. Over the period 1992 to 2006, these colleges were redesignated as Institutes of Technology (ITs), of which there are now thirteen, and their function has changed somewhat in that they now offer degree and postgraduate (including doctoral) degree courses across a range of disciplines. In addition to universities and institutes of technology, there are a number of private colleges which provide degree-level courses. The focus of this paper is on the distinction between universities and ITs so entry to private colleges is not explicitly discussed. Using Arum et al’s (2007) typology, the Irish system of higher education could be characterised as diversified since students may pursue ‘academic’ courses in institutes of technology as well as in universities. However, it is worth noting that the system is binary in origin and this may have consequences for contemporary patterns of entry.
Eligibility for entry to higher education is relatively high in Ireland where, at least in principle, eighty per cent of the school-leaving cohort are eligible for entry. In Ireland, applications for undergraduate degree and sub-degree courses within higher education are centralised nationally through the Central Applications Office (CAO). This system covers all courses within universities and institutes of technology, with the exception of first year courses within the National College of Art and Design (where applicants are required to present portfolio work) and a small number of non-State-validated courses within private colleges. Applicants may express up to ten course choices (in order of preference) for both degree and sub-degree programmes. Entry is predominantly based on performance in the Leaving Certificate (terminal upper secondary) examination, although some alternative routes into higher education have emerged for disadvantaged groups in recent years. For the purposes of determining entry standards, applicants are awarded ‘points’ for each grade achieved in the Leaving Certificate. Points awarded range from 5 for a D3 grade on an ordinary level paper to 100 for an A1 grade on a higher level paper. A maximum of six exam subjects are considered for points purposes. Additional course requirements are also applied in some institutions for certain fields of study, for example, the requirement that the candidate has taken a science subject at Leaving Certificate level for entry into certain science courses. Because the Irish system operates on the basis of numerus clausus, applicants for specific places are ranked in terms of points (grades) with the highest ranking candidates offered a college place. Offers of places are issued independently for degree and sub-degree places so an applicant may be offered two courses. Because of variation over time in student demand for certain courses, the points required for higher education entry vary between fields of study and institutions as well as from year to year. 

The introductory section indicated that the rational choice framework is more frequently applied to participation in higher education rather than to the type of institution attended (for an exception, see Becker and Hecken, 2009). In this paper, we extend the framework on the basis that the costs and benefits attached to participation vary according to the institution attended. There are three main sources of variation. Firstly, the direct financial costs involved vary across institution. Prior to 1996, university students were required to pay tuition fees, although those from low income families were exempt from such fees. During the early 1990s, students attending institutes of technology had their fees subsidised on the basis of European funding. Where students were required to pay fees, tuition fee levels were lower than in the university sector. ITs are more spread geographically while universities are located in the cities. As a result, other direct costs are found to differ: analysis of Eurostudent survey data indicates that 38 per cent of IT students live with their parents/relatives compared with 29 per cent of university students, thus reducing expenditure on rent and other living costs. In fact, the costs of attending higher education are found to be twice as high for those living away from home than for those living with their parents (McCoy et al., forthcoming). Thus, the direct costs of college attendance vary by institution. Secondly, students who are more risk averse may be more likely to enter ITs than universities because of the nature of the course structure. Two-thirds of IT entrants enter sub-degree courses but may then progress to degree courses. This may be a less risky strategy, especially for students who are not fully confident of their likelihood of academic success. If a student leaves an IT after two years, they will still receive a (sub-degree) qualification; in contrast, a university student who completes two years of their course is no more highly qualified than when they began their college education. Thirdly, labour market outcomes are found to vary by course level and institution. Although in theory IT entrants can proceed from sub-degree to degree-level courses, in practice around 58 per cent of the cohort graduate with sub-degree qualifications (HEA, 2009). Sub-degree graduates have significantly lower earnings than degree-level graduates in the Irish labour market (McGuinness et al., 2009). Furthermore, even controlling for qualification and field of study, a higher pay premium is attached to university attendance (Kelly et al., 2008). Thus, middle-class students have a greater risk of social demotion by attending an institute of technology.

In sum, the costs and benefits of higher education participation in Ireland vary by institutional sector. As a result, we hypothesise that working-class students who attend higher education are more likely to go to an IT than to a university. Further, it is expected that the increased working-class participation resulting from educational expansion is primarily based on IT rather than university attendance. 

Data and variables

The School Leavers’ Survey is a regular nationally representative survey of young people who have left secondary school in the previous academic year. The survey collects detailed information on the educational and labour market experiences of young people in the period since leaving school as well as collecting retrospective information on their school experiences and grades achieved. The survey has been conducted since 1980 so provides a useful data source for exploring changes in entry levels to higher education over time. The core information collected by the survey has remained comparable over time. However, detailed information on examination performance is available only from 1984 onwards. 


For the purposes of our analyses, young people are grouped into four categories on the basis of their full-time status one year after leaving school: those who are not in full-time education; those who attend a university (including colleges of education and art college); those who attend an institute of technology; and those who attend a private college. Multinomial logistic models are used to analyse the effects of social class on these categories of higher education participation over time. Time is measured as a linear variable in the present analyses; further specifications will be conducted to allow for variation in the pace of expansion at different time-points. The social background factors included in the models are gender, parental social class, and parental employment status. Parental social class is measured in terms of a six-category typology developed for Irish purposes by the Central Statistics Office; this is a hierarchical measure ranging from ‘higher professional’ to ‘unskilled manual’. Because of their distinctive educational profile, those from farming backgrounds are classified separately. A dominance approach is used (see Erikson 1984), whereby, if both parents are in employment, the higher social class of the mother or father is assigned to the family. Dummy variables are included to indicate whether the school leaver’s father and mother are employed. The analysis in this paper is confined to those who have left school on completion of upper secondary qualifications, due to the difficulty in directly accessing higher education for other groups (see above). Grades in the terminal upper secondary exam (Leaving Certificate) were measured in terms of scores assigned on the basis of the level and grade received and scores were averaged over all exam subjects taken. Because of slight fluctuations from year to year in the grades awarded, the scores were normalised within each year included in the analyses. 

Multinomial logistic regression models are used to analyse the effects of social class on higher education participation over time. Before presenting these models, the following section gives an overview of the growth in higher education participation in the Irish context.

Higher education participation in Ireland

Figure 1 shows the dramatic expansion in the number of full-time higher education places
 over the period under study. Expansion in the institute of technology sector was greater than that in the university sector; the number of IT places increased by 388 per cent between 1980 and 2004 while university places increased by 174 per cent. By the end of the period, therefore, institutes of technology accounted for a greater proportion of higher education provision; 27 per cent of all higher education places were in ITs in 1980 but this had increased to 40 per cent by 2004. 

School Leaver Survey data indicate that, as a result of this expansion, the proportion of upper secondary school leavers going on to higher education increased from under a third to almost half over the period concerned (Figure 2). There was a broadly similar rate of growth in entry to the university and IT sectors. Entry to private colleges grew from a very low base to a peak in the early 1990s, with some decline thereafter. 

As in many Western countries, there was a significant shift in the pattern of participation in higher education among young women. In the early 1980s, young men were over-represented among entrants to all types of higher education, with IT entry being particularly gendered. By 2006, young women were overrepresented in universities and even in the traditionally male-dominated ITs, gender patterns had equalised. Expansion had different consequences for male and female leavers. An increase in male participation occurred in the IT sector but not in the university sector. In contrast, female participation increased significantly in both sectors (Figure 3). 
Social class and participation in higher education
Entry to higher education is differentiated by social class, with the highest entry rates found among the higher professional group and the lowest among those from semi/unskilled manual backgrounds. Expansion resulted in increased participation across all social groups, with a particularly dramatic increase in the participation levels of those from farm families (Figure 4). In keeping with international evidence (Arum et al., 2007), ‘first tier’ institutions – universities – are more socially selective in entry profile compared with institutes of technology (Figure 5).

Multinomial logistic regression models were used to assess the relative differences in participation by social class over time (see Model 1). The year coefficient indicates significant expansion in participation in both universities and institutes of technology over the period concerned. Significant social class differentials are found in higher education entry, and university entry is much more highly structured by social class; the higher professional class is 5.8 times more likely than the semi/unskilled manual class to enter university but only 1.9 times more likely to enter an institute of technology. Controlling for social class, both father’s and mother’s employment is predictive of university entry but IT entry is only influenced by father’s employment.

Model 2 tests the extent to which social class differentials changed over time. The relative gap between the semi/unskilled group and all other social classes in university entry was actually found to increase over time with this group falling further behind their peers. The growth rates in university entry are particularly strong for higher professional and farming groups. The pattern for IT entry is somewhat different: growth is significantly higher for professional groups (both higher and lower) and also for farmers. The effect of mother’s employment on higher education entry becomes weaker over time; this is likely to reflect the selectivity of the group of working mothers. In the early 1980s, married female labour force participation was more prevalent among the most highly educated women but a significant increase in participation rates over the period means that the profile of working mothers is more diverse in the most recent period.

In keeping with international patterns, we find much higher growth rates in participation in higher education among female school leavers than among their male counterparts. This differential growth is apparent in both the university and IT sectors.


Table 2 extends the analyses by examining whether differences in social class patterns reflect differential exam performance. Because data on exam grades are only available from 1984 onwards, we restrict the analysis to the period 1984 to 2006. Given the nature of the higher education entry system in Ireland (see above), it is not surprising to note the very strong effect of exam grades on entry to higher education. Entry to university is much more selective in performance terms than entry to the IT sector. It is evident that exam performance partially mediates the impact of social class with a reduction in the size of the class coefficients. However, substantial class differences remain, with the higher professional class 3.7 times more likely than their semi/unskilled manual peers to enter university, even controlling for exam performance (Table 2, Model 1). Even controlling for grades, entry to university remains more socially selective than entry to ITs.


Once again, model 2 tests the differentials in social class entry rates over time. The picture is broadly similar to that presented in Table 1. Even controlling for grades, the gap in university participation between the semi/unskilled group and other social classes has increased over time. In the IT sector, controlling for grades means that only the lower professional and farming groups have higher relative increases than other social classes. 

Figure 3 had shown that the expansion of higher education had different implications for young women and men. It is therefore worth exploring whether social class differentiation in entry varies by gender. Table 3 indicates that university entry patterns are somewhat different for males and females. University entry rates among women grew for all social groups except for the semi/unskilled manual class. For men, however, they grew significantly only for lower professional, other non-manual and farming groups. Rates of entry to the IT sector increased over time for all males, with particularly strong growth in the farm group. For women, entry rates to the IT sector grew only for the lower professional and farming groups. It is evident, therefore, that taking account of gender is necessary to fully understand changes in social class differentials.
Conclusions

This paper has sought to apply a rational choice framework to an analysis of (changes in) rates of entry into higher education in the Irish context. In keeping with our initial hypothesis, relative differences in the costs and benefits attached to attending different institutions means that university entrants are more middle-class in profile than those entering the institute of technology sector. The rapid increase in participation among farm families in both sectors can also be understood in terms of the relative costs and benefits attached to participation. The continued decline in the size of the agricultural sector over the period concerned has meant that education has become a much more important route to social status for farm children than inheritance. Furthermore, the reliance of the assessment system for student grants on current income rather than wealth means that a very high proportion of farm children attending college receive grants.

While the focus of this paper has been on social class, it is clear that a gendered account is necessary to understand the impact of educational expansion on social class differentials. The expansion of the institute of technology sector attracted young men from all social classes but there was no such inclusion of young working-class men into the university sector. IT expansion drew in some groups of young women, primarily those from lower professional or farming backgrounds, but female entry patterns to the university sector are quite distinctive, with a growth in entry rates among all social groups except for those from semi/skilled manual backgrounds. The findings therefore do not reflect a simple pattern of inclusion or diversion but rather the inclusion and diversion of different groups of young men and women. The paper therefore points to the need to consider the interaction of gender and class in examining the impact of higher education expansion.

Finally, we intend to develop further the analyses in this paper to assess the detailed impact of differences in the direct costs of attending higher education over time. This will involve more detailed exploration of differences in access to financial support, expenditure patterns among students, and tuition fees, all of which changed over the period concerned. 
Figure 1: Trends in number of higher education places over time
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Figure 2: Proportion of upper secondary leavers going on to higher education
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Figure 3: Entry to higher education by gender, comparing 1980/2 and 2004/6

[image: image3.emf]0

10

20

30

40

50

60

Total, of which: Univ. IT Total, of which: Univ. IT

Male Female

%

1980/2

2004/6


Figure 4: Entry to higher education by social class
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Figure 5: Type of higher education institution entered by social class, 1980/2 compared with 2004/6
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Table 1: Influence of social background on type of higher education institution among upper secondary leavers, 1980-2006 (odds ratios); base category – did not participate in higher education
	
	Model 1
	
	Model 2
	

	
	University
	Institute of Tech.
	University
	Institute of Tech.

	Female

Social class:


Higher professional


Lower professional


Other non-manual


Skilled manual


Farmer


No information

(Base: Semi/unskilled manual)

Parental employment:


Father employed


Mother employed

Year

Trends over time:

Female*year

Social class:


Higher professional*year


Lower professional*year


Other non-manual*year


Skilled manual*year


Farmer*year


No information*year

(Base: Semi/unskilled manual)

Parental employment:


Father employed*year


Mother employed*year
	0.958
5.760***

3.074***

2.182***

0.977
2.153***

1.692***
1.539***

1.156***

1.025***
	0.651***

1.931***

1.835***

1.646***

1.113*

1.670***

1.255**
1.365***

1.002
1.029***
	0.567***

2.522***

1.479***

1.307*

0.590***

0.927
1.335
1.181
1.784***

0.942***

1.046***

1.077***

1.066***

1.049***
1.046***
1.080***

1.030
1.019*

0.967***
	0.365***
1.343*
1.349**
1.426**
1.108
1.118

0.894

1.263*

1.506***

0.990

1.049***

1.033**
1.026**

1.014

1.002

1.038***

1.024

1.006

0.970***

	N
	28,110
	28,110


Note: Private colleges were included in the analysis but the coefficients are not reported here. 

Table 2: Influence of social background and educational performance on type of higher education institution among upper secondary leavers, 1984-2006 (odds ratios); base category – did not participate in higher education

	
	Model 1
	
	Model 2
	

	
	University
	Institute of Tech.
	University
	Institute of Tech.

	Female

Social class:


Higher professional


Lower professional


Other non-manual


Skilled manual


Farmer


No information

(Base: Semi/unskilled manual)

Parental employment:


Father employed


Mother employed

Exam grades

Year

Trends over time:

Female*year

Social class:


Higher professional*year


Lower professional*year


Other non-manual*year


Skilled manual*year


Farmer*year


No information*year

(Base: Semi/unskilled manual)

Parental employment:


Father employed*year


Mother employed*year


	0.799***
3.692***

2.138***

1.727***

0.978
1.626***

0.985
1.310***

0.980
19.433***

1.065***
	0.607***

1.569***

1.504***

1.444***

1.113
1.442***

1.109
1.207***

0.965
3.701***

1.030***
	0.327***

2.409***

0.762
0.669
0.569*
0.401***
0.773
0.912
2.170***

16.817***

0.969
1.065***

1.035*
1.079***

1.074***

1.043**
1.113***

1.025
1.023
0.949***
	0.245***

1.751**

1.113
1.237
1.371
0.880
1.298
1.075
1.616***

3.913***
0.974*
1.067***

0.996
1.024*
1.014
0.987
1.042***
0.992
1.008
0.967***

	N
	34,130
	34,130


Table 3: Influence of social background and educational performance on type of higher education institution by gender, 1984-2006 

	
	Males
	
	Females
	

	
	University
	Institute of Tech.
	University
	Institute of Tech.

	Social class:


Higher professional


Lower professional


Other non-manual


Skilled manual


Farmer


No information

(Base: Semi/unskilled manual)

Parental employment:


Father employed


Mother employed

Exam grades

Year

Trends over time:

Social class:


Higher professional*year


Lower professional*year


Other non-manual*year


Skilled manual*year


Farmer*year


No information*year

(Base: Semi/unskilled manual)

Parental employment:


Father employed*year


Mother employed*year


	2.461**

1.029

0.767

0.723

0.436**

0.061**

0.687

2.144***

2.706***

1.023

1.027
1.048**

1.060**

1.028

1.117***

1.173**

1.044*

0.948***
	1.569

1.162
1.395
1.459
0.922
1.402
0.982
1.529***
1.276***

1.032*

0.997
1.011

1.003

0.983

1.051**

0.985

1.016

0.976*
	2.397*
0.530*
0.543
0.398**

0.333***

3.837
1.253
2.195***

2.988***

0.973
1.045*

1.118***

1.097***

1.067**

1.116***

0.948
0.999
0.950***
	2.031*

1.049
1.096
1.236
0.791
1.372
1.194
1.705**

1.472***

0.979
0.992
1.038*

1.025
0.994
1.036***

0.993
1.000
0.959***

	N
	15,325
	12,785


� These figures refer to institutions recognised by the Department of Education and Science and so exclude private colleges. 
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