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ABSTRACT 
 
Title: Entering Higher Education – Gender and Class Perspectives 

Language: English 

Keywords:  higher education, gender, class, admission system, labour market, 
differentiation 

ISBN: 91-7346-556-9 
 

This thesis studies the entrance to higher education, and how different categories 
of students act in times of recession, in relation to the admission system and when 
choosing educational track. The purpose has been to develop both a comprehensive 
and a fine-grained understanding of educational participation and attainment.  

The thesis consists of three papers, along with an integrating essay that further 
explains and discusses the three studies as an integrated research project. There is 
also a Swedish language summary written in easy language.  

The empirical basis of all three studies has been register data for full birth 
cohorts. In the first study, six cohorts born in the middle of the 1970s are analysed. In 
the following two studies the cohort born in 1974 is further analysed. The registers 
primarily contain educational data, but also background information such as parents’ 
education and income is available. These registers are linked on an individual level 
which makes it possible to follow the individuals’ educational choices and attainment 
until they are 30 years old. Two multivariate analysis methods have been used: binary 
logistic regression and Cox regression.  

In the early 1990s there was an economic recession, which was associated with 
an increased matriculation rate among intermediate and working class students. 
However, at the end of the decade when the private sector recovered, the 
development concerning matriculation was different for men and women from these 
classes. Possible explanations are that the educational choices are still quite gender 
traditional, and the gender segregated labour market. In addition, men from lower 
classes are generally educationally low achieving which limits their competitiveness 
in the admittance system.  

There are different paths to higher education, the primary purpose being to 
provide a “second chance” for who like to change trajectory later in life. However, 
the study showed that these paths primarily facilitated the entrance for upper middle 
class students and among them men in particular.   

Higher education has undergone a large expansion, which has led to an increased 
diversity of educational options. Class and gender differentiation is studied both 
regarding attractiveness (prestige) and field of study. Students coming from upper 
middle class are particularly successful in entering the most attractive programmes. 
One of the explanations is that women from the upper middle class is the highest 
achieving group of students. They can therefore successfully compete for a place of 
study in all types of programmes. 
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Introduction 

 

INTRODUCTION 

The aim of this thesis is to elaborate on previous understanding of 
which categories of students who enter higher education. Up to now, 
the class differentiation in recruitment to higher education has 
attracted most attention, even though differences with respect 
according to gender and ethnicity have been studied as well. However, 
these groups are large with a considerable variation within them. This 
thesis studies gender and class structure simultaneously.  
 
The thesis is one within a long tradition of longitudinal large scale 
studies performed at the Department of Education at Göteborg 
University. The research programme “Individual Statistics Project” 
also called “Evaluation Through Follow-up” started in the early 1960s 
in cooperation with Statistics Sweden. The Swedish system of 
personal identification numbers was crucial for the conduct of the 
programme. In Sweden the personal ID is used systematically in 
nearly all aspects of people’s lives. Irrespectively in which part of 
Sweden people live, many actions and events such as school choice, 
change of occupation, civil union or child birth are registered and 
reported to the Statistics Sweden. Representative samples of students 
from a certain age group have been drawn regularly. Information from 
students, parents and later on teachers and headmasters have been 
collected by means of questionnaires. The research project has 
primarily focused on the reasons for differences in educational choices 
and outcome. The longitudinal design makes it possible to study if and 
how different factors change over time. The project has also evaluated 
the outcome of educational reforms. Besides research, the database 
has formed the basis for official reports and the works of commissions 
(Härnqvist, 1998; Härnqvist, Emanuelsson, Reuterberg, & Svensson, 
1994).  
 
Later on, register data for the whole population born 1972-1979 was 
added to the information gathered via questionnaires (Gustafsson, 
Andersson, & Hansen, 2000). Educational registers, in particular, 
were used, but also excerpts from censuses and income registers, so 
that the family background can be analysed. In 2000 the research 
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programme was extended further in a project called “Validation of the 
university entrance system, VALUTA”. Register data for whole age 
cohorts born in 1972-1984 was added to the existing database. This 
thesis has been carried out within the VALUTA project.  
 
Another research milieu within the Department of Education that also 
has influenced me is the collegium “Gender Perspective in 
Education”. At this collegium, researchers meet and exchange 
experience of analysis methods, theories and new research within the 
field of gender studies and education. As a member of “Gender 
Perspective in Education” I have come in contact with approaches that 
have, among other things, influenced my research questions, my 
choice of theoretical framework, my criticism of gender biased 
concepts and the way I analyse the data. Some of the research that has 
influenced my understanding of how people’s actions are affected by 
the gender structures will be presented under the heading 
“Explanations for the observed gender and class differences within 
small scale studies.” 
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The Educational Framework 

 

THE EDUCATIONAL FRAMEWORK 

This is an empirical field of research where the analyses of data and 
the results that these produce gradually leads to the development of an 
understanding of a phenomenon. The work is driven and developed by 
the practical statistical work that in its turn is guided by strict criteria 
for how it is to be executed. Hypothesis testing is a common way of 
driving the research forward. Several of the theories that are applied 
within the field are generally of an economic kind, or they are using 
concepts based on economic metaphors.  
 
Several factors influence a person’s choice whether or not to enter 
higher education. In addition to individual characteristics, the 
organisation of the education system and the admission system are 
crucial for what is possible to choose. The educational system is 
continually changing. An underlying cause of most changes is the 
government’s wish to control and influence both the level and the 
direction of the education among the population.  
 
The following description focuses the period that concerns the age 
groups that forms the empirical bases in this thesis. They went through 
the educational system during the 1980s and 90s.  
 

THE ORGANISATION OF THE EDUCATIONAL SYSTEM 
A compulsory comprehensive school was introduced in the beginning 
of the 1960s (Skolöverstyrelsen, 1962). The pupils began at the age of 
7. For the oldest age groups, 14-16 years, there were possibilities to 
choose tracks or subjects, but this differentiation was considerably 
reduced in the following curriculum that was introduced in 1969 
(Skolöverstyrelsen, 1969). Only few choices remained, such as a 
choice between general or advanced courses in mathematics and in 
English in grades 7-9, and whether or not to study a second foreign 
language. 
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In the beginning of the 1980s about 80% of the pupils transferred from 
compulsory school to upper secondary school. Today almost all 
students continue to upper secondary school (SCB, 2005).  
 
The introduction of the Higher Education Ordinance of 1977 (SFS, 
1977) among other things implied that college educations such as 
those for nurses and teachers, and colleges of advanced 
technology/polytechnic educations were incorporated into higher 
education. The result was a decreased variation of educations aiming 
at a specific occupation at upper secondary school level. The 
vocational programmes that were still offered at secondary school 
attracted men primarily.  
 
Until the introduction of the new curriculum in 1994 
(Utbildningsdepartementet, 1994) there was a clear distinction 
between the vocationally oriented programmes with a duration of two 
years and the theoretical programmes that ran for three or four years. 
Examples of vocational and technical programmes that aimed at a 
specific professional status were the construction-, electricity- and 
vehicle programmes. There also were vocational programs that 
directed the student toward a field but not to a specific occupation, 
such as for example child and recreation, business and administration, 
and health care programmes. At the end of the 1980s employment 
could be obtained after graduating from these programmes, for 
example as child-care worker or assistant nurse. However, the labour 
market has since then changed, and higher educational qualifications 
are now required (le Grand, Szulkin, & Tåhlin, 2002). Those students 
who aimed at higher education chose the theoretical programmes, 
such as for example the natural science, social science or humanistic 
programme. 
 
The theoretical programmes provided general and sometimes special 
eligibility for entry into higher education. Only few of the vocational 
programmes provided general eligibility. To enter prestigious or 
attractive programmes within higher education special eligibility was 
required. Those students who wanted to make sure that they would be 
eligible for a large variety of study places in higher education had to 
obtain a degree from a three- or four-year theoretical programme, 
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preferably with an orientation toward natural science 
(Skolöverstyrelsen, 1983). 
 
Today, the duration of all upper secondary school programmes is three 
years, and they all provide general eligibility to higher education. The 
new curriculum was introduced in 1994 (Lpf 94), one of the primary 
intentions being to equalize access to higher education 
(Utbildningsdepartementet, 1994) 
 
As an effect of the Higher Education Ordinance of 1977 (SFS, 1977) 
the numbers of places of study increased, because several educations 
were incorporated into higher education. During the period 1990 to 
2001 the number of students increased by more than 60 percent (HSV, 
2002). During the 1990s the government particularly invested in 
education in technology and natural sciences, so in these fields the 
places of study were about doubled.  
 

THE ADMISSION SYSTEM 
The Higher Education Ordinance of 1977 restricted entrance to all 
single courses and study programs. A selection system of the 
applicants was needed when there were more applicants than places of 
study. This was an opportunity for the government to influence the 
composition of the student population. Among other things it was 
regarded important to improve the possibilities for older students to 
gain access to higher education. Students, who had not been 
successful in upper secondary school, should be provided a second 
chance. To diminish the dominance of “traditional” students new 
entrance possibilities were created.  
 
One of these alternatives was the Swedish Scholastic Assessment 
Test, SweSAT. It was introduced as a selection instrument for those 
who did not have any school-leaving certificate from upper secondary 
school, but had reached the age of 25 and had work experience. Those 
who had knowledge of Swedish and English corresponding to two 
years of upper secondary education and a minimum number of years 
of work experience had general eligibility for higher education. When 
applying for courses and programs with restricted access, work 
experience of 5 years increased the merit points by 0.5 on the 
SweSAT scale that ranges from 0.0-2.0 (UFB, 1992). Yet another 
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alternative route to higher education was via studies at municipal adult 
education. Those who had turned 20 could for example pursue studies 
equivalent to upper secondary school, and obtain eligibility.  
 
In a longitudinal study, Kim (1998) analysed the effects of the 1977 
admission reform using a sample of 600 applicants. Of those who 
applied in 1980, only 40 percent were matriculated. Most of those 
who did not matriculate at the first time repeated their application and 
adjusted their qualifications to the demands. As the years passed more 
and more of the 600 original applicants became matriculated. For 
some applicants the admittance tended to be a drawn out process. 
After 15 years, the proportion of matriculated had increased from 40 
to 90 percent. A question of equality versus efficiency was raised, 
among other things because the admission system has several 
contradictory goals. One goal was to increase the diversity of the 
student population and another one to select those applicants who are 
most likely to complete their education. 
 
Since the outcome of the new regulations were not fully satisfactory, 
several changes have been made. One example is the increased use to 
the SweSAT and another, the introduction of Municipal Adult 
Education. Since 1991 everyone can take the SweSAT, and the test 
result may be used also by those who have completed upper secondary 
school. With the introduction of the 1994 curriculum for upper 
secondary school (Utbildningsdepartementet, 1994) it became 
possible also for those who had completed upper secondary school to 
improve their grades for competitive purposes. A course studied and 
completed in upper secondary school, can be studied once again, for 
example in municipal adult education, in order to improve the grade 
(Löfgren, 2003).  
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THE CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK 

Large scale data analyses give an overview, and allow fine grained 
descriptions of results for subgroups. Often the population is divided 
by gender, class or by migrational background, and patterns of 
differences in educational achievement and educational choices have 
been identified for these groups. In the following section, differences 
related to gender and class are presented, and some of the common 
explanations of these are discussed.  
 

GENDER AND CLASS DIFFERENCES IN EDUCATIONAL ACHIEVEMENT 
AND PARTICIPATION 
After the introduction of the comprehensive school during the 1960s 
(Skolöverstyrelsen, 1962), it became easier to compare the 
achievement of different groups of students. Students from higher 
classes or who had well educated parents have since long been known 
to achieve the highest grades in school (e.g. Boudon, 1974; Svensson, 
1971), and they still do (Erikson & Jonsson, 2002). In the later part of 
the 1960s, it was observed in Sweden that girls’ achievement level had 
increased and become somewhat higher than boys’ (Svensson, 1971). 
Since then, girls and women have further improved their achievement. 
Today somewhat more girls than boys finish compulsory school with 
complete grades, and girls achieve higher grades in all subjects except 
physical education (Utbildningsdepartementet, 2004).  
 
Looking at the choices that could be made in compulsory school, there 
was a slight tendency that more boys within the highest class chose 
advanced courses in English and mathematics, compared to girls. In 
the lower classes the relation was the opposite; more girls chose the 
advanced alternatives (SCB, 1988). In other words, there was an 
interaction between gender and class with respect to achievement and 
choices.  
 
Both gender and class differences increased at the upper secondary 
school level. It was most likely that students from the highest class 
should enter upper secondary school, and there were no gender 
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differences in the transition rate in this class. In the middle and 
working classes it was more likely that the girls transferred 
(Härnqvist, 1998). The vocational-technical programmes attracted a 
majority of students from working class, the majority being men, 
while theoretical programmes primarily attracted students from 
middle and higher classes, the majority being women (Erikson & 
Jonsson, 1993; SCB, 1995). Some explanations for these group 
differences are structural. For example, the choices of general or 
advanced courses that the students had made in compulsory school did 
set some limits for what was possible to choose in upper secondary 
school (Skolöverstyrelsen, 1983). Furthermore, the occupational 
educations that primarily women had chosen were with the 1977 
reform placed within higher education (SFS, 1977), and the students 
had to adjust to a gender segregated labour market (SOU, 2004).  
 
Some school subjects and educational paths have been perceived as 
either male or female coded. Natural sciences, and mathematics in 
particular, have since long been regarded as suitable for men. 
However, these domain separations are now challenged since women 
have not only raised their educational achievement, they have also 
increased the variation in their choice of fields to study (Arnot, David, 
& Weiner, 1999; Reuterberg & Svensson, 2000; Svensson, 1998). 
However, even though female students consider mathematics as an 
important and interesting subject, it does not imply that they continue 
that trajectory in their further studies (Andersson, 1998; Ayalon, 
2003).  
 
Studying class differences in achievement, there is an average 
difference of about a quarter to half a grade on a five step scale in 
favour of upper middle class students compared to working class 
students in upper secondary school (Erikson & Jonsson, 1996; 
Svensson, 1998).  
 
As mentioned initially, statistics do not generally consider both gender 
and class simultaneously, but some recent Swedish surveys indicate 
that women in the class fraction below achieve as well as men in the 
class fraction above (Björnsson, 2005; Svensson, 1998). Researchers 
(Delamont, 2001; Öhrn, 2002) have pointed at the small gender 
difference in achievement, and emphasized that there are other group 
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differences, such as social class and cultural affiliation that ought to be 
regarded as well. However, it might be that the conventional wisdom 
that the gender difference is small in relation to the class difference is 
not valid any longer.   
 
In the decision whether or not to enter higher education, the effect of 
class becomes even more evident compared to the choices at lower 
levels of the educational system (Erikson & Jonsson, 1993, 1996). For 
reasons already mentioned, the majority of middle class students, both 
men and women, and working class women, had chosen upper 
secondary school programmes that gave access to higher education. 
Moreover, educational achievement in these groups was higher 
compared to the achievement among working class men (Svensson, 
1998; Öhrn, 2000). However, having the right qualifications or being 
eligible is not equivalent to becoming matriculated or enrolling in 
higher education. The inclination to enter higher education differs 
between the groups, even in the situation when students from different 
classes have got the same grade point average. Middle class students 
are more inclined to transfer to higher education than are working 
class students (Erikson & Jonsson, 1993, 1996). At high achievement 
levels men are more likely to transfer compared to women (Andres, 
1998; Härnqvist, 1998). Choice of higher education studies can be 
perceived as natural for students whose parents are well-educated, it is 
only a matter of what type of higher education they will enter (Vogel, 
1987). 
 
When studying the age composition of higher education students, it 
has been found that the proportion of students from intermediate or 
working class is much higher among mature students, those around 30 
years, compared to the younger age groups. The mature students are 
also more likely to be women (Balke, 2002; Egerton & Halsey, 1993). 
In these two studies the reason for the later entrance was not further 
analyzed, but one reason might be as mentioned above, that entering 
higher education is not an obvious decision among working class 
students. Another reason may be that they have lower GPA and 
therefore must spend time supplementing their grades. 
 
A student can make use of different paths to become accepted and 
matriculated in higher education. Some of them are a straight stretch, 
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while others are twists and turns. Erikson and Jonsson (1993) studied 
the entrance alternatives that were available until the early 1990s and 
came to the conclusion that they provided yet another starting-point 
for the middle classes. Differentiated analyses according to gender 
were not performed. The additional paths were used by students from 
lower classes as well as from higher. However, students from higher 
classes were better at making use of the additional opportunities to 
transfer to higher education. These results correspond to those from a 
survey by Statistics Sweden ten years later, where gender but not class 
was analysed. Here it was shown that women study at municipal adult 
education to increase their GPA, while men supplement their school-
leaving certificate without attending municipal adult education to the 
same extent as women. However, men were more successful in 
transferring to higher education after municipal adult education 
compared to women. It should be observed, though, that the results 
must be interpreted with caution since the dropout rate was very high 
(SCB, 2003).  
 
The Swedish Scholastic Assessment Test was introduced as an 
alternative for those applicants who had no school leaving certificate 
from upper secondary school. The test efficiency has been evaluated 
from different perspectives, and among other things patterns of test 
taking in different groups have been investigated. Only a limited 
subset of the population takes the test. Fewer men from working class 
take the test, because they do not intend to enter higher education, and 
well-achieving women do not need to take the test in order to become 
competitive for higher education studies, because they have already 
achieved high grades (Mäkitalo, 1994). Those men who take the test 
are generally more successful than the women, which tends to be the 
case for this type of multiple choice test (Willingham & Cole, 1997). 
The combined effect of the self selection and the test construction is a 
0.2 higher score for males on a scale which ranges from 0.0-2.0 
(Gustafsson et al., 2000). Test takers from higher classes score higher 
than test takers from lower classes, although the latter group is more 
positively selected (Reuterberg, 1998). Test takers whose origin is 
upper middle class (SES I)  achieve a score which is 0.25 units higher 
compared to test takers whose parents are non-skilled workers (SES 
VII) (Gustafsson et al., 2000). It is possible to take the test as many 
times as wished (Brandell & Lindqvist, 2002). Those students who 
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take the test twice or more, usually improve their results. As only the 
best result is counted, this is done without any risk taking 
(Cliffordson, 2004; Gustafsson et al., 2000; HSV, 1996; Reuterberg, 
1997). Thus, these studies focussing upon selection effects and 
repeated test taking indicate that the test contributes to maintaining the 
composition of the present student population. 
 
Researchers in other countries have also observed that changes in the 
educational system with the purpose to facilitate the entrance for 
underrepresented groups of students contributes to maintaining a 
traditional composition of the group of students rather than changing 
it. Lee and Frank (1990) in the U.S. have compared students who have 
used the “usual” route, which was directly from high school to four-
year colleges or universities, with those who have transferred from 
high school, via two-year community colleges, to further education. 
The results showed that the groups of students were very much the 
same. In both paths to university the students were from higher social 
class and somewhat more likely to be male. 
 
In Israel, as in Sweden, vocational tracks in upper secondary school 
have been made more academic in order to make more students 
eligible for higher education. The new regulations were successful; the 
influence from the family background decreased and women increased 
their lead further when it came to obtaining a plain diploma (probably 
comparable to general eligibility in Sweden). However, the old 
universities did not want to risk their distinction. As a response, an 
additional requirement, the university-qualifying diploma was 
introduced (cf. special eligibility in Sweden). The differentiation of 
selection to the old universities could thereby be maintained. Instead it 
was the new university colleges who accepted the plain diploma 
(Ayalon & Shavit, 2004).  
 
This leads on to the differentiation within higher education. When 
there is a large supply of higher education institutions and places of 
study, this is likely to lead to a differentiation within higher education. 
A conceptual differentiation, like what is done with respect to the 
labour market (SOU, 2004) can also be applied upon higher education. 
For example; higher education institutions and programmes can be 
differentiated into fields, which is a horizontal differentiation; or into 
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hierarchies of prestige, which is a vertical differentiation; or internally 
with a differentiation within the programmes, when orientations or 
specialisations are offered.  
 
The expansion of higher education which has resulted in an increased 
differentiation of institutions and educational paths has been a topic 
for many researchers in different countries. Extensive analyses have 
been done in Finland, among other things on the role of the newly 
created universities in rural areas. Students from families with well-
educated parents have increased their participation in higher education 
and particularly in the well established universities within the capital 
area (Kivinen, Ahola, & Hedman, 2001). These are called research 
universities. The new universities are called service universities; 
common types of programs are offered and access is easier. These 
universities to a larger extent attract students with no or little 
academic tradition (Kivinen & Ahola, 1999). As a measure of 
prestige, the authors analysed what type of programmes students with 
a well-educated home background apply for. General tendencies were 
that law and medicine stood out as desirable fields, where men were 
more likely to turn to law and women to medicine. Humanities 
primarily attracted women from middle class, while men from this 
class turned to natural sciences and technology (Kivinen & Rinne, 
1991).  
 
The differentiation and specialisation within programmes has not been 
as frequently studied. In Sweden, differentiations can for example be 
seen within medicine where women and men choose different 
specialities: more men become surgeons, while women form the 
majority within psychiatry and geriatrics. A similar division can be 
seen within law where a majority of the lawyers working in the health 
care sector are women, while the sector of finance and business is 
male dominated (SOU, 2004).  
 
In the British higher education system a division was made into 
universities, polytechnics and colleges (Egerton & Halsey, 1993). 
Service class (comparable to upper middle class) students were 
attending all three types of institutions, but this class held its largest 
advantage in relation to the intermediate and working class within the 
university. Like in Sweden, teacher and nurse educations are 
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incorporated in higher education, in Britain usually in colleges and 
some in polytechnics. Since students choose traditionally, women 
came to form the majority within colleges, and men within university 
and polytechnics. Moreover, those programmes that were more likely 
to be chosen by women had a comparatively short duration and a 
pronounced occupational focus. Men and women tend to be in 
majority in different programmes and when these programmes were 
provided at different colleges the hierarchical differentiation became 
visible on an institutional level.  
 
In the U.S, where education is privately held, the institutional 
differences become crucial. Male dominated fields, like engineering, 
were more likely to be provided at elite institutions, and this in turn 
resulted in different levels of funding (Jacobs, 1999). The 
differentiation according to class and gender is also present in 
Sweden; however, most university colleges and universities have a 
variety of programmes and courses that are offered, some prestigious 
and some not so prestigious.  The differentiation will then be most 
visible on programme level. Erikson and Jonsson (1993, 1996) 
studied, prestigious programs, which according to their definition 
lasted for at least 3½ years, and generally lead up to a well paid high 
status occupation. They are for example: Master of Science in 
Engineering, Master of Law, and University Medical Degree. The 
authors compared students from upper middle class (SES 1) with 
those with a family background of unskilled workers (SES VII) and 
analysed men and women separately. The development of the social 
selection was studied for some decades. The conclusion was that the 
social selection to prestigious programs was initially higher for 
women than for men, but during the 1980s it decreased for women, 
which resulted in an equal level of social selection within both 
genders at the end of the 1980s. When comparing prestigious 
programmes with the other programmes, there was a stable and twice 
as high class difference in the transfer to prestigious programmes. A 
study of class mobility (Jonsson, 2004) that covers the period until 
1999, shows that the classes have been quite stable since the 1980s, 
with the exception of working class women who have improved their 
class position and probably done so due to increased participation in 
education.  
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EXPLANATIONS FOR THE OBSERVED GENDER AND CLASS 
DIFFERENCES  
Theories explaining the class differences are usually of an economic 
character. They are either explicitly discussing costs and benefits, or 
use metaphors for economical concepts. Whether or not labour market 
explanations should be considered as economical is a question I will 
leave open. Explanations for the gender differences are rare, as are 
theories considering both the gender and class structure. In connection 
with a presentation of the theories, some critique will also be 
mentioned. 
 
Several researchers have been inspired by the Cultural reproduction 
theory by Bourdieu (e.g., 1977, 1984, 1997) and have applied his 
concepts, even though the methodology is not always applied wholly. 
It is particularly the concepts referring to the different forms of capital 
that are used, but there are also examples when the concept of habitus 
is applied within large scale studies. The cultural capital concept, 
particularly in the form of the educational background of the father, or 
a synthesis of the parents’ educational level is often used. The idea is 
that students from a family familiar with the dominant form of cultural 
capital, will experience it easier to obtain a cultural capital of their 
own, to succeed in school and achieve a good school leaving 
certificate, degrees or diplomas (Bourdieu, 1977, 1984; Broady, 1990, 
1985; Kivinen et al., 2001). It is also easier for students with well-
educated parents, who have an experience of higher education 
themselves, because then the parents can guide and help their children 
to choose a suitable educational track (Kivinen & Rinne, 1996). 
Economical capital can, for example, provide the time required to 
transfer cultural capital from one generation to the next, and the period 
of study can be free from economic obligations and worries 
(Bourdieu, 1997; Orr, 2003). Beside these two forms of capital, the 
possession of social capital also facilitates success within the 
educational system. The social capital is a network where information 
and knowledge is shared among the group members. To be able to 
successfully manoeuvre within the educational system, the students 
need to be guided to choose the “right” university, the “right” 
programs, in order not to get lost and end up with a less useful degree. 
A family network would be helpful during the period of education, 
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and especially afterwards to get dividend from a high status education 
(Bourdieu, 1977; Kivinen & Ahola, 1999; Kivinen & Rinne, 1996).  
 
In addition to these frequently used capital metaphors, the concept of 
habitus is important. This concept stands for an unreflected way of 
acting that is shaped within the family and from the life the person has 
lived so far. The living is influenced by the amount and mixture of 
capitals that is available. It leads to a selection of ways of perceiving, 
regarding and acting in social situations. Therefore, different groups 
of people have different forms of habitus, and as a consequence, 
certain forms of habitus are more useful within the educational system 
than are others (Broady, 1990; Dumais, 2002; McClelland, 1990).  
 
The theory of Bourdieu has among other things been criticized for not 
being able to represent the situation of the underprivileged, such as the 
working class and women. It does not consider the strategies that these 
groups use to survive and make the best out of life in a male 
dominated society where the values of the middle class are 
reproduced. The norms of the dominant groups are not always 
incorporated in the unreflected way Bourdieu suggests (Adkins & 
Skeggs, 2004).  As just mentioned, the theory is particularly about 
middle class reproduction and has therefore been criticised for being 
unable to handle change. 
 
Boudon (1974) is another French sociologist, whose theory about 
social selection within education is frequently referred to in Swedish 
studies (e.g. Erikson & Jonsson, 1996; Härnqvist, 1998). He sees two 
main explanations for stratification. There is a primary effect which 
means that children from higher classes show a higher achievement 
level compared to other children. The secondary effect implies that at 
equal levels of achievement, children from higher classes are more 
likely to continue to choose theoretical studies rather than vocational 
ones and they are more likely to continue studying. The theory also 
builds upon a discussion about benefit, cost and utility. Different 
social classes perceive the benefits and the utility of the choices 
differently. The cost may be both social and monetary; an example of 
a social cost is choosing another educational track than one’s friends 
do. It is also mentioned (Boudon, 1974) that there may be problems in 
operationalising the concepts of benefit, cost and utility. This is maybe 
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a reason why the primary and secondary effects are most commonly 
used.  
 
The Rational choice theory or rational action theory is based on the 
assumption that people make economically favourable choices 
(Blossfeld & Prein, 1998). People are supposed to acquire knowledge 
of alternatives that are available and thereafter spend time comparing 
and ranking this information. Blossfeld and Prein mention some of the 
problems with the theory: people may not behave rationally, they may 
not collect enough information, and they may not act in the “best” 
way for themselves. This theory does not consider the context; in what 
way cultural norms influence, and that ethics and morals prevent 
economical self-interest. The theory has an unproblematic way of 
deciding what is the best choice or action for all kinds of people. 
There is an unexpressed androcentric and middle class oriented 
valuation of what rationality is. The theory can also be criticised for 
not taking into account that different groups of people have more or 
less access to information and regard information from different 
sources differently (Hutchings, 2003). Information can also be 
withheld as a demonstration of power (Ås, 1978).  
 
The Human capital theory is similar to rational choice theory in the 
way it perceives the individual. The individual is seen as an 
independent unit unrelated to the gender and class structures. Human 
capital theory assumes that there is a positive relation between 
education and income. Education will increase a person’s chance of 
getting an employment and thereby increase her or his life time 
earnings. Education is also advantageous for the society that gets a 
well educated population (Christoffersson, 1983; Woodhall, 1999). 
The theory seems to be somewhat out of date; it was developed before 
the expansion of the whole educational system. Despite this, there 
seems to be a rebirth of these ideas. Kivinen and Ahola (1999) discuss 
the weakness of the theory and among other things point at the 
importance of choosing the “right” track within higher education, and 
having the “right” contacts in the labour market in order to get an 
economic return from the educational investments. Today there is a 
discussion about over-education and that education is used as a 
screening device by the employer rather than a demand and necessity 
for the knowledge that the education represents. Particularly well 
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educated women and immigrants have difficulties in finding an 
employment that corresponds to their qualifications (le Grand, 
Szulkin, & Tåhlin, 2004; Oscarsson & Grannas, 2002). Statistics also 
show that women will not reach the same life time earnings as men, 
despite women being more educated than men (Ljunglöf, 2004). The 
human capital theory does not consider qualitative differences in 
education, that some educations brings higher economic return than 
others. Another shortcoming of the theory is that everyone is assumed 
to value high salary as the most important. However, non-monetary 
rewards such as interesting and rewarding tasks and having a pleasant 
working climate can be ranked at least as high (Andersson, Fürth, & 
Holmberg, 1997; Christoffersson, 1983).  
 
Lucas (2001) presents some theories of a similar kind that aim at 
explaining the transition rate among different social groups from one 
step to another on the educational ladder. Maximally Maintained 
Inequality implies that the class differences in educational attainment 
will not decrease before the inclination to enter is fulfilled among 
students from the higher classes. The theory does not consider 
different qualitative aspects of education, only the level. A 
development of the theory called Effectively Maintained Inequality 
does, in addition, account for the more or less favourable choices that 
can be made within a certain educational level. This means that 
students from higher classes will be secured the most advantageous 
choice. The influence from the family background will still hold for 
later transitions. Another theory in the same vein is the Life Course 
Perspective, assuming that if almost all people completed secondary 
education the class differences would decrease in the following 
transition. Family background will decrease at later transitions 
because children become more and more independent.   
 
These theories fit the all-embracing large scale studies that have been 
performed. The level of aggregation in the analyses corresponds to the 
level of abstraction in the theories. On the other hand, these theories 
are too general to be useful when an additional social structure beside 
class is included in the analysis; that is, when the large groups are 
disaggregated. Bourdieus’ theory of cultural reproduction has been 
reformulated also to fit women’s reproduction, as can be seen in the 
section: “Explanations for the observed gender and class differences 
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within small scale studies” (p. 31 ). It is certainly possible also to 
reformulate any of the other androcentric theories, mentioned above, 
to comprise aspects of gender. However, that is not within the aims of 
this thesis.  
 
Labour market changes and in connection to that, the organisation of 
the educational system have been used to explain the participation rate 
in higher education for different groups of students. There have been 
major changes within the labour market, requiring a population that is 
more educated than before, but the demand for education may have 
increased more than what is really needed. As a result a discussion 
about over education has emerged (Kivinen & Ahola, 1999; le Grand 
et al., 2004; Åberg, 2003), and further education has been perceived as 
a storage for a part of the population (Kivinen & Ahola, 1999; 
Kivinen & Rinne, 1998). The demand for higher education has been 
suggested to closely accompany the labour market fluctuations, 
particularly among those who would otherwise choose work in the 
first place (Gustafsson et al., 2000).   
 
The division of men and women into different positions and branches 
in Sweden has been used as an explanation for the gender traditional 
educational choices that young students make (Skolverket, 2002; 
SOU, 2004). Sweden has, compared to some other European 
countries, a large share of women who are well established on the 
labour market. About 50% of the women are employed within the 
public sector, where the traditional female care and house work is 
organised as paid labour. In comparison 20% of the men are employed 
within the public sector. Countries which show an apparently gender 
equal labour market, are likely to have a larger share of females 
occupied with non-paid work within the family (SOU, 2004). Young 
women who try to break the norms of what is perceived as suitable 
educational choices, and for example enter a vocational technical 
upper secondary school programme demonstrate a comparatively high 
dropout rate (Skolverket, 2002). Reasons for this are that these young 
women form a small minority, they enter a setting where the teachers 
and school-fellows are male, and the subject is organised by and for 
men. A Norwegian study (Brock-Utne, 1997) found that when boys 
entered a female subject area such as home economics, the subject 
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was changed to also suit boys. However, the same adjustment of 
traditional male subjects to girls has not been reported.  
 
As mentioned previously, large scale studies focussing upon gender 
differences are not as common as studies focussing on class 
differences. Perhaps as a consequence of this theories explaining 
gender differences are nearly absent within this field. There are some 
exceptions, however, and one is presented below. 
 
Wernersson (1992) has suggested a model for understanding how the 
gender structures are preserved in the school setting. The starting-
point is classroom research where several studies have shown that 
girls generally do not get as much attention from the teachers as the 
boys do. Girls more often choose to demand less “public space” and 
instead they give priority to personal relations and develop an ability 
of co-operation. Boys must learn how to handle the hierarchies within 
school and within the peer group. It is likely that those boys who are 
at the top of the hierarchy will develop a positive self concept and a 
competence for structural social relations. Different experiences 
during childhood and adolescence will probably influence boys and 
girls to develop different rationales. It will then be more common 
among boys to prioritise status and money, compared to girls. On the 
other hand, it is more likely that girls will consider needs from 
children they expect to have, when they choose education and later on 
occupation.  
 
There is also a slight intersection between class and gender in 
Wernersson’s theory, though it is not explicitly mentioned. Note, that 
it is only those boys who are on the top of the hierarchy who will 
develop a positive self concept within the school context. Those who 
are neglected will probably develop differently. 
 

SUMMARISING THE FIELD 
Researchers from several disciplines have contributed to the 
development of the field of educational participation and attainment. 
The majority of them are educationalists, sociologists, statisticians and 
economists. Statistical methodological development and economical 
theories are prominent. It is an empirically based field, where the 
theory usually is developed when the empirical results either confirm 
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or reject a stated hypothesis. However, the models created are still 
primitive in the sense that they seldom take more than one group 
affiliation (e.g. class) into consideration at a time, and little attention 
seems to be paid to interaction effects. Some researchers do adjust 
their models to different groups within a population. For example, 
Andres (1998) and Härnqvist (1998) showed differences in post-high 
school status or transition to higher education according to class and 
gender when for example educational track and achievement were 
considered. Kivinen and Rinne (1991), who rely upon Bourdieu, map 
the field of higher education institutions according to student gender 
and their fathers’ education and show that there are major gender 
differences. However, when competitiveness of admission is included 
in their analysis as a third dimension, gender is suddenly dropped. 
Ayalon and Shavit (2004) have included several group affiliations in 
their analyses, and show how these groups interact with cohorts (i.e. 
time), but not how the group affiliations interact with each other. 
Having these examples in mind, it does not appear to be any practical 
problems in analysing the interaction of several influencing factors. 
However, a gender and class perspective that is being focussed 
throughout the research is rare within this field. Perhaps it is simply a 
lack of interest, or lack of knowledge about current feminist theories, 
that is displayed by the absence of theories considering different 
outcomes from multiple group affiliations. 
 
Turning to the results that have emerged from previous research, it is 
clear that girls and women have made large inroads within the system 
of education. Their achievement level is on the average higher than 
that of their male counterparts, and they have increased the scope of 
subjects they choose to study. The social selection to higher education 
is still there; however, the research done is not in agreement as to 
whether or not the expansion of higher education has contributed to 
increased equalisation within the student population for different 
groups. The reasons for different views lie to a large extent in the 
definition of higher education, where some researchers make overall 
analyses, while others are studying a selection of programmes or 
institutions. Recent research indicates that working class women have 
improved their class position, but how this is related to education has 
not been clarified.  
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Social engineering, such as influencing the admission system, seems 
to have failed when the purpose is to facilitate the entrance for 
underrepresented groups of students. However, the effects are often 
studied among young students, and it is not known how the additional 
entrance possibilities affect presumptive students of mature age. As 
mentioned previously, there is not a comprehensive gender and class 
perspective on this type of analyses, so it is not clear if the additional 
entrance possibilities might actually be working for some of the 
underrepresented groups.  
 
There is a close relation between how the labour market and the 
educational system is organised. The gender divided labour market, 
and its hierarchies, is used as an explanation for the gender divided 
educational choices that students, primarily men, still make. The 
demand for workers with little education has decreased and more 
people turn to higher education in order to accommodate the new 
requirements. It has been suggested that labour market fluctuations 
would influence the composition of groups of students within higher 
education. In times of an economic recession, students who are 
eligible but with non-academic traditions would be influenced to enter 
higher education.   
 

EXPLANATIONS FOR THE OBSERVED GENDER AND CLASS 
DIFFERENCES WITHIN SMALL SCALE STUDIES 
Some of the theories that have influenced this work have their origin 
in small scale studies. Data is in those studies often collected via 
interviews. The interaction of class and gender is obvious in this type 
of research which clearly shows the need for gender and class divided 
analysis, also within large scale statistical studies. These theories have 
therefore come to influence both my decision to disaggregate the 
categories of class and of gender, and not to use the common theories 
within the field.  
 
The cultural reproduction theory developed by Pierre Bourdieu has 
been applied by, or influenced, several researchers within this field, 
both those working with large scale and those working on small scale 
studies. However, particularly the feminist researchers working with 
small scale studies have raised extensive critique of the theory of 
Bourdieu (e.g.Adkins & Skeggs, 2004;  Dillabough, 2003; McCall, 
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1992; Moi, 1991; Reay, 1997; Skeggs, 1997). Summarising the 
critique, the theory is an insufficient tool in order to understand the 
working classes, women and other subordinate social groups. It does 
not depict the struggle that subordinate groups have to deal with every 
day. However, the cultural reproduction theory is a very good tool in 
understanding how the positions of the elite are inherited, how the 
middle classes and the elite reproduce their positions with the help of 
the educational system. Some of the concepts are still useful also for 
subordinate groups, if the interpretations of the concepts are extended 
or if additional capital metaphors are developed. 
 
Other grand theories that have been applied within the field are 
theories about the male supremacy and the hierarchical organisation 
within the group of men (Connell, (1987, 1995, 2002). Hirdman’s 
(1988, 2003) theory is also about the male supremacy, or the male 
norm for “man”, for human beings. Moreover, it is about processes of 
gender separation in society and within the family.    
 
Applications of Bourdieu’s, Connell’s and Hirdman’s theories will be 
given below, together with theories originating from small scale 
studies. 
 
First a summary of explanations for the poorer achievement level 
generally, and lower participation level in higher education, among 
working class boys will be given. “Working class boys” is a group 
that does not pay much attention to schoolwork. Their idea of what it 
means to be a man collide with studies, they tend to frown upon 
intellectual work which they perceive as feminine (Archer, Pratt, & 
Phillips, 2001; Hill, 1998; Mac an Ghaill, 1994; Trondman, 1995). 
Studying means for them that their income is postponed to a distant 
future, which is perceived as too risky (Archer, 2000; Archer et al., 
2001). The more obvious hierarchies among men compared to those 
among women (Connell, 1987, 1995, 2002) is another hurdle. The 
educational setting is a middle class arena, which means that working 
class men as a group do not possess enough resources or capital 
(Bourdieu, 1997) to enable them to compete on equal conditions with 
middle class men. They are on beforehand destined to loose the 
competition; therefore, they had better not expose themselves to a 
defeat (Archer & Yamashita, 2003; Haywood & Mac an Ghaill, 2003; 
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Mac an Ghaill, 1994, 1996). This is a vicious circle, a history of 
failure at school prevents them from choosing and being able or 
eligible to choose further studies. Instead they stick to the hope to 
continue in their fathers’ footsteps, as manual workers. 
 
There are theories explaining why working class women act 
differently in comparison with their male counterparts. Education does 
not challenge femininity anymore, which makes it easier, in this 
respect, for working class women to invest in studies. In addition, they 
do not have the same positive associations to their class as their male 
counterparts (Skeggs, 1997). To continue studying, to mix with 
middle class students, and to leave a low valued class position may be 
easier for working class women then for working class men (Archer, 
2003; Reay, 1997). On the other hand there are restraining factors too. 
Traditional working class femininity is among other things associated 
with responsibilities and caring. Education can from this point of view 
be perceived as a selfish action (Reay, 2003). Time spent on looking 
after others and taking care of relationships collide with the time that 
is needed to get done with the studies (Archer & Leathwood, 2003; 
Berggren, 2001; Tett, 2000). However, responsibility is not always 
restraining, a component of reliability (Skeggs, 1997) is likely to 
facilitate studies. A feeling of responsibility about the future can 
become apparent in an investment in education, and to be reliable is 
an important characteristic in order to successfully complete studies.  
 
There are several theories which explain the higher achievement and 
participation level among students from higher classes. To continue 
education is more or less taken for granted among upper middle class 
students, it is not a choice that is preceded by careful considerations 
(Hutchings, 2003). Students from middle and higher classes need an 
academic degree as a means to reproduce their status, or improve it 
(Arnot et al., 1999; Bourdieu, 1984). Nowadays the same situation 
holds for both men and women in these classes. Lucay et al. (2003) 
describe transfer of the upper middle class girls to higher education as 
a conveyor belt. The upper middle class students are likely to have 
parents who have completed a post secondary education themselves 
(Kivinen & Rinne, 1996). There is an understanding of what higher 
education implies. Some of the parents are likely to have a relatively 
stable private economy; maybe they can also support their children 
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during periods of stretched economy. The knowledge that there is an 
economic backup will relieve the economic pressure, and 
concentration can be directed to the studies (Archer, 2000; Bourdieu, 
1997). Nevertheless, the pressure to be educationally successful is 
heavy upon students from higher classes. The expectation seems to be 
particularly high on the young women in upper middle class (Arnot et 
al., 1999; Florin, 2005; Lucay & Reay, 2002). Jakobsson (2000) has 
applied Hirdman’s theory about gender separation when explaining 
gender differences in achievement in theoretical upper secondary 
school programmes. In Jakobsson’s study, young men believed in 
ability as transmitted by heredity and perceived themselves as logical 
and smart. Since young women are not men, they must therefore lack 
those positive “male” characteristics. Accordingly, the young women 
had to compensate their perceived deficiencies, which most likely 
were unfounded, which lead the women to work harder and 
consequently achieve higher grades. In other words, the young men’s 
very positive self-perception, or even too positive self-perception, 
might prevent them from reaching their “true” potential. 
 
Some theories explain the low participation rate among the working 
class in higher education and in high status fields particularly. 
Students from lower classes do not have that easy access to 
information about the educational system. Furthermore, they express 
scepticism about the reliability of the official information. The 
information is perceived as serving the interests of dominant groups 
(Hutchings, 2003). Another consequence linked to lack of the “right” 
social capital is the feeling of being different, not feeling comfortable 
in the academic milieu. The result might be a “negative” self-selection 
where students sort themselves out from higher education and 
especially from higher status fields (Archer, 2000; Reay, 2001). An 
expression that is often cited in this connection is “That's not for the 
likes of us” (Bourdieu & Passeron, 1990, p. 157). It has been used 
when explaining working class student’s choices in higher education, 
but also when explaining women’s under representation within male 
dominated areas. What in earlier days were clearly demarcated male 
territories has changed into less obvious divisions, but exclusion is 
still working, though under more sophisticated forms (Florin & 
Johansson, 1992). A division within the genders is likely to be 
positive for men, since they are not exposed to a comparison with 
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women which might turn out not to be in their favour (Hirdman, 1988, 
2003). Women who do cross gender borders can be subject to group 
pressure or even sexual harassment in order to accommodate to the 
established order (Abrahamsson & Gunnarsson, 2002; Bourdieu, 
2001; SOU, 2004). Those women who do succeed need a whole set of 
resources, or symbolic capital, as Moi (1991) chooses to express it. In 
order to occupy a prestigious position women need an academic 
degree, a well-developed network and in some situations personal 
wealth. Richness in all of these factors is needed to compensate for 
their deficient gender.  
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RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

Most of the topics that have been researched and debated within the 
field, can be further developed if a gender and class perspective is 
systematically applied. By understanding the intersections between 
multiple group affiliations a more fine-grained and sophisticated 
understanding can replace the rather generalised one that is currently 
dominating.  
 

THE LABOUR MARKET 
The suggested hypothesis, that an economic recession would increase 
the demand for higher education studies particularly among 
underrepresented groups of students, will be tested. It is possible to 
carry through this study because of the economic fluctuations during 
the 1990s. Early in that decade there was an economic recession 
followed by a period of recovery at the end of the decade. Particular 
attention will be paid to the categories that emerge when dividing the 
population according to both gender and class. 
 

THE ADMISSION SYSTEM 
Several entrance possibilities to higher education are available. Some 
of them are specifically designed for students who would like to 
change trajectory in mature age. The effect of the most common 
entrance possibilities will be analysed and the duration of the effect 
will be studied until the presumptive students are 30 years old, with 
the population divided according to gender and class.  
 

THE DIVISION WITHIN HIGHER EDUCATION  
The class and gender differentiation into higher education is dealt with 
in the two previous questions. As a natural continuation the question 
emerges as to how the class and gender differentiation has developed 
within higher education. The group differentiation will be analysed 
both according to a horizontal differentiation; that is differentiation 
into fields of study, and according to a vertical differentiation; that is 
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differentiation into fields related to prestige or attractiveness. By 
group differentiation is meant differentiation both according to gender 
and to class.  
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CONCEPTS - VARIABLES 

Most of the concepts are used in all three studies. They will be 
described here, along with concepts and measures used in a single 
study. 
 

CLASS AND SOCIOECONOMIC STATUS 
In the three studies, the social origin is divided into broad categories, 
so called classes. The Swedish occupational classification, the 
socioeconomic index representing socioeconomic status (SES) is used. 
This classification is a vertical and horizontal determination of a 
person’s position on the labour market. It is created according to the 
following principles:  
 
First, people active on the labour market, defined as working 16 hours 
per week or more, are separated from those who are not working, for 
example retired people and students. Second, there is a division 
between employed and self-employed. Third, education is included; 
however, the classification does not consider the individual person’s 
actual educational level, only what kind of education that person is 
expected to hold when in a certain labour market position. Fourth, the 
employed are further divided into working class position or service 
class/middle class position, according to what kind of trade union the 
employed is associated with. Fifth, working class position is divided 
into production of goods or production of services. Sixth, service 
class/middle class position is dependent on staff managing function or 
number of employees under the position. Seventh, self-employed are 
divided into farmers and others. Eighth, those who are not employed 
are categorised according to previous employment or according to the 
category that the spouse is in.  
 
Education is an important factor in the classification. The Swedish 
society is perceived as very meritocratic compared to several other 
European countries (Breen & Jonsson, 2005). Therefore access to 
education and educational qualifications are important in order to get 
access to different occupations and thereby to a certain position in 
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society. The importance of wealth and ownership of means of 
production has been reduced (Vogel, 1987).  
 
The detailed grouping that is the result of this categorisation is then 
aggregated into three classes: I, II and III. There is also a fourth 
category, which contains those individuals where no information is 
available for categorisation. A relatively large proportion within this 
fourth category is made up of immigrants. This grouping of people on 
the labour market into three classes has a long tradition within 
Swedish statistics, about 100 years. The classification tries to identify 
homogenous groups; that is, people who are holding similar positions 
in working life and on the labour market and who are supposed to 
share similar living conditions. It also describes the composition of 
these groups, where differences in access to power and resources are 
major factors. These groups or classes are usually perceived as distinct 
groups in relation to work conditions, influence, living conditions and 
lifestyle. The purpose of the classification is to study differences in 
these aspects. However, the division only captures the most basic 
differences between different social milieus (Vogel, 1987).  
 
There is no agreement on an international standard. This reduces the 
comparability to a general level (Keeves & Saha, 1997; SCB, 1983). 
However, the SES that is applied in these three studies closely 
correspond to the EGP class scheme (Erikson & Goldthorpe, 1992). 
Both the SES and the EGP are aggregations of occupations. 
Comparing the SES and the EGP, there are only minor differences that 
Erikson & Jonsson (1993) argue have no practical implications.  
 
The threefold division that is made in this thesis differs somewhat 
from the threefold division made by Erikson and Goldthorpe and what 
has been previously used in Sweden (Svensson 2002). The reason is 
that the socioeconomic groups are changing; for example, more and 
more people are reaching a higher level of education, rationalisation 
within agriculture has reduced the numbers of farm workers radically, 
and the few surviving farms are large. There has been a general 
increase in status that can be seen in a reduced amount of workers and 
an increased amount of people belonging to the highest class 
(Abercrombie & Urry, 1983; Vogel, 1987). Often the highest class is 
used as a reference group; an increase of about 10% of this group 
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within a period of 15 years reduces the exceptionality of the members 
of the group. In order to maintain the relative sizes of the classes some 
changes have been made. Only higher-grade professionals, 
administrators, officials, and self-employed with academic degree are 
assigned to the highest class. In the third class, the increased status 
level for a majority of the population has resulted in an extension of 
the working class so that it now comprises lower-grade technicians 
beside skilled and unskilled workers (Svensson, 1999, 2002). When 
doing comparisons with earlier research these changes have to be 
taken into account. 
 
In this thesis, the fundamental unit in the classes is the household. 
Information about SES is mostly based on both, but sometimes only 
one of the parents. The parent who has got the highest position 
represents the status of the household. The students’ origin, which is 
treated in the analyses, corresponds to the parents’ labour market 
position. An often occurring objection to the use of labour market 
position as a basis for class division is that people will change 
occupation; people can thereby not be equated with their job 
(Abercrombie & Urry, 1983). However, in this thesis the class is 
supposed to reflect the different access to resources that was available 
during childhood and adolescence. Data as a basis for the 
classification was collected in the census of 1985 and 1990. It might 
be perceived as somewhat out-dated information, but when the 
purpose is to reflect the different amount of resources available for the 
students when they grew up, it fits well in time.  
 

GENDER 
In these studies gender is one of two structures that are focussed. The 
perspective is that the gender order (Connell, 1987, 2002; Hirdman, 
1988, 2003) influences all peoples lives and actions. On an individual 
level gender is also the common concept for men and women. In this 
thesis gender is equal to sex.  
  
Gender is often overlooked in large scale studies. When using 
multiple regression analyses, many variables are included. Gender as 
one of them sometimes turns out to be non-significant. This then leads 
to the assumption that gender is not a crucial factor. Statistical work 
often relies on statistical theories, but when using statistical methods 
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in empirical research there is also a need for behavioural theory. For 
example, a study of the interaction of gender and class would probably 
show that there are gender differences in some classes, or in one class 
only, which may be the explanation for not obtaining a significant 
difference when the groups are aggregated. As previously mentioned, 
gender is often overlooked, or rather consciously disregarded. There 
are several examples when data is collected only for half the 
population, for men, but the results are generalised to the whole 
population of both men and women. This is a violation of basic 
statistical procedures. A well-known study within the field of 
sociology of education is a comparative study lead by Walter Müller, 
John Goldthorpe and Robert Erikson in the later parts of the 1980s. 
Data from nine European countries were compared, in the so called 
CASMIN project (Erikson & Goldthorpe, 1992; Müller & Karle, 
1993). In some countries, data for women were missing which made it 
impossible to compare the countries. As a solution to the problem all 
women were simply deleted from the analyses. The project has been 
very successful and many articles have been published. In none of the 
titles of these publications are there any hints as to the restrictions 
inherent in these studies. In the article of Ishida, Müller, and Ridge 
(1995), it is not until page five the omission is mentioned, and in van 
de Werfhorst (2002) article I initially got the impression that the data 
is complete since the sample is claimed to be “nationally 
representative” (p 407). In that paper the sample of men was 
generalised to the population of men and women. However, it also 
must be mentioned that in studies within single countries, where data 
from both men and women were available, the problem discussed 
above was not present. In Breen and Jonsson, (2005) an overview is 
made of studies about educational attainment and social mobility from 
the 1970s until the millennium. A comparison is made, especially 
between the above mentioned CASMIN project and a follow up 
project (Breen, 2004). There are two main results: one is that the 
countries have become more similar with respect to social mobility 
and the other that there was an increased fluidity (upwards and 
downwards mobility between the classes) in most countries. However, 
there is no discussion about the fact that there are two different 
populations; it is the male population in the CASMIN project that is 
compared with the total populations comprising both men and women 
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in the follow up. This is surprising since the authors also state that 
“…women display more social fluidity than men…” (p. 236).  
 
Other examples of the omission of women are Mare (1980), which 
presents a frequently cited educational transition model and 
Stolzenberg (1994), which is a study of different factors influencing 
continued education. Unfortunately, the omission of women and the 
excessive generalisation of results from data on only men is not a 
phenomenon that is going away (e.g. Hauser & Andrew, 2005).  
 
Sometimes, gender is analysed in large scale studies but are only 
briefly, if at all, interpreted (e.g. Breen & Jonsson, 2000;  Erikson & 
Jonsson, 1998). Probably, the knowledge about gender theories is 
simply lacking.  
 

INTERSECTIONS OF GENDER AND CLASS 
In the three studies gender and class are focussed and other structuring 
principles are omitted. There are several reasons for this choice. First, 
class and gender, particularly the former, has a long tradition of being 
analysed within this field. Second, Sweden has until quite recently 
been a rather homogenous society with relatively few immigrants; 
therefore, ethnicity was omitted. Third, incorporating several 
structuring principles in the same article, puts great demands on the 
author to summarise and communicate all the different aspects within 
a limited space in order to be published (McCall, 2005). 
 

ENTRANCE TO HIGHER EDUCATION 
Entering is defined as applying and being matriculated in higher 
education for the first time. Two of the studies deal with entering, 
irrespectively of field or rate of studies. One study makes a horizontal 
and vertical differentiation of the entrance. Whether the student has 
continued the course or programme or has changed his or her mind 
soon after matriculation is left out of consideration.   
    

ATTRACTIVE PROGRAMMES 
“Attractive programmes” is an index that has been created to reflect 
some of the selectivity that was associated to higher education before 
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the expansion. At that time, an academic degree was likely to lead to a 
position in society associated with status and authority. However, 
since then and particularly as an effect of the Higher Education 
Ordinance of 1977 (SFS, 1977), the supply of  programmes and single 
subject courses have increased and as a consequence, the selectivity 
has diminished. The selectivity that earlier existed in the decision 
whether or not to enter university, has now been transferred to a 
question of what type of higher education programmes to study.  
 
According to the attractiveness definition relied upon here, those 
higher education programmes that have attracted students with the 
highest grade point average from compulsory school, for a period of 
almost a decade, are attractive. They form 20% of all programmes. 
(For a detailed description of how the attractiveness index is 
constructed see VALUTA, 2006). Examples of attractive programmes 
are: agriculture, pharmacy, architecture, fire protection engineering, 
engineering, horticulture, law, medicine, landscape architecture, 
speech pathology and therapy, fine arts in church music, psychology, 
dental surgery and veterinary medicine. Furthermore: journalism, 
business, computer science and mathematics among others. 
 
The attractiveness index is constructed in such a way that the sorting 
is done within gender. If it had been sorted only according to grades in 
compulsory school, the programmes that are primarily demanded by 
women would have dominated. The purpose is as far as possible to 
create a measure that is not influenced by arbitrariness. For example, 
the frequently used economic return measure does not consider that 
interest might guide the educational choice.    
 
Two other frequently used measures of attractivity are the proportion 
of students with well-educated parents, and the proportion of students 
with parents from upper middle class (SES 1) who are attending the 
programme. The correlations of the attractiveness index with both of 
these measures were 0.66 (Pearsons r). This means that the 
attractiveness index has much in common with the other two 
measures, but it also reflects the students own course in life in that the 
measure does not exclusively rely on family background.  
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Several other definitions of prestige have been used within sociology 
of education. Some examples are presented below, along with 
explanations why they are not used in this thesis.  
 
Measures which are most in agreement with the attractiveness index 
are scores on matriculation diploma (Ayalon & Shavit, 2004) or 
average SAT scores (Davies & Guppy, 1997; Persell Hodges, 
Catsambis, & Cookson Jr., 1992). Turning our attention to Swedish 
conditions, relying on academic ability, measured by grade point 
average (GPA) or Swedish Scholastic Assessment Test (SweSAT) 
scores is difficult, since there are several admission quota groups 
which lead to different cut off points to the same programme 
depending on which quota group the student has been admitted to. A 
certain number of places of study are in advance allocated for 
admission on the bases of GPA, while others are allocated for the 
SweSAT (SFS, 1993, Ch. 7). Moreover, information on SweSAT 
scores is only available for a limited part of the population. Few 
students within working class, and particularly the men within this 
group, take the test.  
 
Economic returns on the labour market (Davies & Guppy, 1997; 
Erikson & Jonsson, 1996) is a frequently used measure, although 
Erikson and Jonsson (1993) argue that it is somewhat arbitrary. 
Concerning returns on the labour market, they are different for men 
and women also in the case when they hold the same position 
(Ljunglöf, 2004; Ljunglöf & Pokarzhevskaya, 2003; SCB, 2004). The 
highest positions in society are more likely to be obtained  by men, 
which might influence women’s expectations and thereby their 
educational choice (Andersson et al., 1997; Mickelson, 2003; SOU, 
2004). The economical measure is gender biased and is therefore not 
used.  
 
Defining prestigious programmes according to at what type of higher 
institution they are offered  (Ayalon & Shavit, 2004; Jacobs, 1999; 
Kivinen & Ahola, 1999), is not easily applicable for Swedish 
conditions. In Sweden there are not a very clear divisions between 
different universities, compared to other countries (Davies & 
Hammack, 2005). The universities offer many different kinds of 
programmes, both prestigious and not prestigious. On the other hand, 
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there is a difference between the universities and the recently 
established university colleges, the latter only offering bachelor’s 
degree.  
 
The amount of men attending different fields (Jacobs, 1986, 1995), or 
type of institution (Jacobs, 1999) is also used as a high status indicator 
with the understanding that male dominated institutions attract more 
money. In Sweden higher education institutions, universities and 
university colleges are state financed even though a few are privately 
held or foundations. There are no tuition fees. The admittance system 
is centralised, so the same regulations hold for the whole country.   
 

THE SELECTION INSTRUMENTS 
In all three studies, previous school achievement and the Swedish 
Scholastic Assessment Test (SweSAT) are included. These variables 
are chosen, because upper secondary school grades and SweSAT 
scores are the two main selection instruments to higher education.  
 
Previous school achievement is either grade point average from 
compulsory or upper secondary school. The grades not only measure 
the knowledge the student has obtained, they also express the 
resources or capital that was available in the family during childhood 
and adolescence, motivation, adaptation etcetera. The number of 
SweSATs taken may be interpreted as an indicator of the motivation 
for university studies.  
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DATA – ANALYSIS METHODS 

DATA  
In all the three studies, register data has been analysed. The main 
object for the choice of data and the linked registers are the cohorts 
born in 1973-1978, and those individuals who lived in Sweden at the 
age of 16 years. As mentioned in the introduction, Sweden has a long 
tradition of using personal ID numbers. The ID number makes it 
possible to link different registers, so that a person’s educational 
career, for example, can be studied. The VALUTA project has used 
registers that are associated with education, since the primary aim is to 
study the characteristics of the instruments used for selection to higher 
education. Moreover, background information such as parents’ 
education, income, occupation, civil union and migrational 
background are also included. Statistics Sweden makes the connection 
between the registers before they are handed over to the research 
project. The actual personal ID is replaced by a new non-traceable ID 
number before delivery, in order not to reveal the correct 
identification, for obvious reasons of personal integrity. 
 
The aim of the project has set the bounds for what registers are 
available. This has of course influenced my research topic. Examples 
of questions that are not possible to analyse within the project are: 
“Does pregnancy influence the decision to enter higher education?” or 
“Does health problems influence educational outcome?” Generally, 
decisions what is seen as worth registering and not, also set bounds. 
For example, unpaid work is not registered, which is likely to 
underestimate women’s work load. Another weakness with register 
data is that peoples own motives for their actions are not available. On 
the other hand, the greatest advantage with register data is that it 
concerns events that have actually happened, actions are not 
influenced by the knowledge that someone is going to analyse them, 
and the data quality is high.  
 
The use of official statistics in research has been questioned, 
particularly when dealing with crime and deviance (Bryman, 2004). 
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The reported occurrence of crime is dependent on willingness to 
report and register crime. Educational data, such as grades, can also be 
manipulated; however, this source of error is likely to be 
comparatively small. Instead, there might be another problem that has 
to do with definitions. For example, a course can be defined as 
technical by the institution (in order to get more funding), but would 
be judged as belonging to the humanities by an educational researcher.  
 
Categorisations of occupations usually held by women are not done in 
the same way as those held by men. For example, nurses are only 
divided into nurse and midwife, while a skilled worker within the 
industry making tools has 13 different named occupations (Löfström, 
2005; SCB, 1983). The classification used within this thesis is one of 
broad divisions so this probably does not affect the results in any 
important way.  
 

ANALYSIS METHODS 
In the three studies, two different types of regression analysis are 
used.  One of them is binary logistic regression (Miles & Shevlin, 
2001; Pedhazur, 1997), where the dependent variable can assume two 
different values, for example, has entered higher education or has not 
entered higher education. The other type is time dependent Cox 
regression (Parmar & Machin, 1995), where the dependent variable is 
the academic year the student has entered higher education. 
Regression analysis is a multivariate method that can handle several 
influencing factors and show the influence from each one of them, 
with the assumption that all the other factors are held constant.  
 
The studies in this thesis have focussed on the difference between two 
categories (e.g. upper middle class and working class) and how this 
difference is influenced by factors like grades or the SweSAT. The 
difference is expressed with an odds ratio. This ratio summarises the 
relation between the odds (i.e. the proportion) in one category with the 
odds in another category (Ribe, 1999). In a popular description like 
this, odds can be compared to probability. As an example, using data 
from the third study (Berggren, submitted), that is available in Table 
1, in all 1978 of totally 26 657 women from the intermediate class 
(SES 2) entered attractive programmes, which makes a share of 7% 
(0.074). Among men within the same class the proportion was 
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2760/27 777 = 0.099, almost 10%. The difference between these two 
categories is 0.099/0.074 = 1.338. This means that the likelihood to 
enter attractive programmes is 33.8% higher among men in this class 
compared to their female counterparts. The odds are 1.34 times higher 
that men in the intermediate class will enter an attractive programme, 
compared to women in the same class. (A similar example is given in 
the second study, Berggren, in press a). Please observe that, unlike the 
analyses that have been done in this thesis, the example given above is 
a comparison between men and women in the same class. In the 
thesis, the results show the relation between the classes. Since the 
research interest is both gender and class, the analyses have been 
divided by gender. This means that information about class 
differentiation is available for both men and women. However, since 
these methods are only able to show the relationship between two 
groups at the time, it limits the possibility to compare several 
affiliations simultaneously. The odds for men and women can 
therefore not be compared in these studies. 
 
When more factors are included in the analyses, the model becomes 
more and more complex. The degree of influence that can be 
attributed to each factor can be estimated by comparing the resulting 
odds ratios between a simple model, without the factor that is of 
interest, with a more complex model where the factor is included. This 
difference in odds ratios between two models, can be expressed as 
percentages (Aneshensel, 2002). It must, of course, be realized that the 
models I use are simplifications of real life, where an endless number 
of other factors also are influencing the conditions. 
 
In the second study (Berggren, in press a) the time point for entrance 
to higher education is also considered. Cox regression is a type of 
survival analysis that has been developed to estimate the time when 
the “terminal event” will occur. Since the context in this thesis, 
entering higher education will hopefully not be considered as a 
terminal event, the term hazard ratio is not used, instead odds ratio 
replace that term.  The results of the analysis are shown as odds ratio 
(or the difference in probability between two categories) for entrance 
in higher education a certain academic year. In the academic year that 
follows, the base for the calculations has changed, since some of the 
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people within each category have been admitted and are therefore 
withdrawn from further analysis.  
 
When other influencing factors are included in the analysis, some of 
them vary depending on time. Students will be able to add work 
experience to their application, during the years some of them will 
have taken yet another SweSAT test and so on. In other words, the 
analysis method must be able to handle this change during the years. 
Therefore, time dependent Cox regression has been chosen. 
 
Time  
The question of time or ageing has been treated in two ways in the 
thesis. In the first study, six cohorts covering the same age interval are 
compared. In this way, the influence from age is not mixed with time 
period influences. For example, changes in the educational system do 
not confound the results, which facilitates the interpretation.  
 
In the second study, changes due to increased age are studied by way 
of time dependent Cox regression. Large scale analysis with a 
longitudinal design is a precondition for this type of analysis. That is 
probably one of the reasons why the method is not very common 
within the field of education. A common way of making comparison 
and studying the development over a period of time is to use so called 
cross sectional studies where different age groups in different cohorts 
are analysed (e.g. Erikson & Jonsson, 1993; Gustafsson et al., 2000). 
However, growing up in different decades influences people in many 
different ways, implying that a younger age group might not behave as 
an older age group did, when they reach the same age. The causal 
connections, if made at all, have to be made with the awareness that 
each time period brings some influences that can not be taken into 
account. To sum up, the results become more reliable when the same 
individuals are followed. 
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THE EMPIRICAL STUDIES 

The three studies are about entering higher education, i. e. to become 
matriculated. The two first studies deal with entering, irrespectively of 
field or rate of studies. The third one makes a coarse division into two 
dimensions: attractive programs and others, and a division into fields. 
None of the studies account for drop out or change of study track. The 
main object is students born during the 1970s. It is their way through 
the educational system until university matriculation that is followed.  
 

THE LABOUR MARKET  
The research question, developed in the first article “Labour Market 
Influence on Recruitment to Higher Education – Gender and Class 
Perspectives” (Berggren, in press b) arose from a hypothesis given in 
a study by Gustafsson et al. (2000). In that study, Gustafsson et al. 
analyse almost the same population as I do, but in the early 1990s, 
when the labour market was in a weakening phase. The discussion is 
whether or not a weakening labour market with scarce access to 
employments could influence the tendency among working class 
students to enter higher education. However, at that time data was not 
available for the period after when the labour market was recovering, 
so the hypothesis was left for future studies. This study deals with the 
period from 1991 to 2000 inclusive. In the beginning of the 1990s 
there was a recession and the question is whether or not the difficult 
labour market could increase the numbers of students, particularly 
from the working class.  
 
In order to answer this question, as many influencing factors as 
possible has to be discussed or preferably being included in the 
analysis. First, it is important to keep age under control, since age 
influences both the risk for unemployment and the inclination to enter 
higher education. Only those individuals that were in age group 18-21 
years were included. To study changes in matriculation rate over time, 
six cohorts were compared, which together cover the whole 1990s. 
Second, the competition for a place of study is likely to be important. 
It is among other things dependent on numbers of places of study 
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offered in higher education and on the size of the cohorts. Third, the 
influence from the private economy and the availability of financial 
aid is important, and even though such data is not available these 
factors are discussed. Fourth, the competitiveness, in the form of 
grade point average and numbers of SweSAT taken, is important and 
these variables are included in the analysis. Several of these aspects 
influence men and women differently. For example, the labour market 
is gender segregated, the organisation of the educational system 
influences men and women differently, and women generally have 
higher grades.  
 
The restraining and promoting influence of these surrounding factors 
were discussed, and the main conclusion was that the hypothesis about 
the labour market influence seemed to be correct for men. There was a 
tendency for working class men to increase their enrolment rate in the 
middle of the 1990s, to decrease again somewhat at the end of the 
decade when the labour market recovered. The conditions were 
different for women. Women from both intermediate and working 
class have since the recession continuously increased their enrolment 
rate, also when the labour market was regarded as recovering. 
However, men and women have different employers. The municipal 
sector that hitherto had been women’s principal employer, did not 
recover during the period studied; that is during the 1990s.  
 

THE ADMISSION SYSTEM 
In the second study: “Broadening Recruitment to Higher Education 
through the Admission System – Gender and Class Perspectives” 
(Berggren, in press a) the effect of the most frequently used additional 
entrance paths on the composition of the student population is 
analysed. The original entrance path, by means of grade point average 
from upper secondary school, is compared with the alternative 
entrance routes. The latter have been created for those who for any 
reason were not eligible, or could not compete due to insufficient or 
absent grades from upper secondary school. It is a way of facilitating 
entrance for underrepresented groups of students.  
 
Each path has been analysed separately in order to distinguish the 
influence on entrance.  In all these analyses gender and class are 
included. Several factors that influence the inclination to use 
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alternative entrance routes are regarded. They are for example grades 
and track in upper secondary school. Just like in the previous study, 
the influence from the labour market and the organisation of the 
educational system are discussed.  
 
Since several of the paths to higher education are not available before 
a certain time has passed; for example, municipal adult education may 
not be entered before the age of 20, and it takes five years of work 
experience to get credits, time has also to be dealt with. A statistical 
tool, particularly suited for the study of time, was used, and the 
individuals were followed until they were 30 years. 
 
The main finding was that upper middle class students, and among 
them a majority of men, made the most out of every single alternative 
entrance path. However, entering via the SweSAT was most 
favourable for this group and the effect remained during the whole 
period studied. The conclusion was that the alternative paths had not 
served their purpose as an equalising factor. Instead, they had 
contributed to maintain the present class distribution and gender order. 
  

THE DIVISION WITHIN HIGHER EDUCATION  
The expansion of higher education into new regions and fields is 
supposed to facilitate the entrance for students from underrepresented 
groups. However, the large supply of programs and courses that is 
offered is likely to lead to a differentiation within higher education. 
More students from all groups are entering higher education 
nowadays, so the question is transformed from whether to enter or not, 
to what to enter. In the third study: “Horizontal and Vertical 
Differentiation within Higher Education - Gender and Class 
Perspectives” (Berggren, submitted) a differentiation of higher 
education is made according to prestige or as I call it: “attractiveness”. 
This is made in order to bring into focus some of the selectivity that 
was associated with higher education before the expansion. At that 
time, comparatively few students entered university. Today a much 
larger proportion of a cohort study at higher education and higher 
education as such has lost its former evident status. In this study, both 
a vertical (attractiveness) and horizontal (field) differentiation of the 
matriculation is made.  
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The study simultaneously deals with several dimensions of entrance. 
Not only gender, class, attractive and less attractive programmes, and 
the division into different fields of study, are regarded, the influence 
from grade point average and numbers of SweSAT taken are also 
included in the analyses. Also in this study, the different conditions 
for men and women on the labour market and the conditions within 
the educational system are discussed. 
 
Upper middle class students is the group that is most likely to enter all 
types of educational programmes and courses, also those educational 
alternatives that are categorized as less attractive. The access to 
attractive programs, for example medical programs, seems not to have 
become easier for working class students. However, women have 
made large inroads into higher education. They have not only 
increased numerically, they have also increased their educational 
alternatives to include attractive and previously male dominated fields 
as well. Men from all classes primarily choose programmes within the 
field of technology. As shown in the previous study, and also 
confirmed by this study, the SweSAT is used by well initiated groups 
of students (i.e. upper middle class students, primarily men) to gain 
entrance to the most attractive programmes. 
 

INTEGRATED RESULTS FROM THE THREE STUDIES 
The results from the three empirical studies will be summarised and 
presented in an integrated form for the four ”fringe” groups: upper 
middle class women, working class women, upper middle class men 
and working class men. They have been chosen because this is where 
the variation within the student population becomes most clearly 
visible. The intermediate group is large, and the average student 
within this group shows a behaviour which is simply in between that 
of the ”fringe” groups and will therefore not be summarised in this 
section. 
 
The group of women from upper middle class families is the category 
of students that is most likely to enter higher education. Slightly above 
70% of them have entered higher education at the age of 30. They 
seem to be conscious about their future plans, and a large proportion 
of them make a direct transfer from upper secondary school. Most of 
them have chosen a theoretical programme in upper secondary school 
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and have completed the education with the highest grade point 
average, compared to other groups of students. Upper middle class 
women with high grades can, and do, enter attractive programmes in 
higher education. They can choose from a large variety of 
programmes, from those traditionally chosen by this group such as 
teacher, psychologist and social worker, to the previously male 
dominated programmes such as lawyer, medical doctor and engineer. 
Also women within this group with somewhat lower grades enter 
higher education. For these women there are two main options: either 
they select a less attractive track in higher education or they try to 
increase their competitiveness. The competitiveness is usually 
improved either via municipal adult education and/or by taking the 
SweSAT. More than 40% of these women study at municipal adult 
education and a very large proportion of them take the SweSAT 
(67%). Both these paths facilitate their entrance into higher education. 
Since many of these women are “naturally” directed toward higher 
education, they are not very exposed to labour market fluctuations 
when deciding whether or not to enter. Compared to other groups of 
students, the way the educational system is organised, and if it 
changes seems not to hamper them. They are a very well-achieving 
group and can probably accommodate to changing conditions.  
 
The group of women coming from the working class is the category 
that has most visibly increased their participation in higher education 
of all the groups. However, compared to upper middle class women 
their participation still is low. About 30% of the women within this 
group have entered higher education at the age of 30. Just like in the 
other groups, a majority of them have entered before the age of 22. 
About 40% of them have studied theoretical programmes in upper 
secondary school which makes quite many of them eligible to enter 
higher education. Generally their grades from upper secondary school 
are slightly lower than the average of the total population. Their 
school performance is better, in all respects, compared to the men 
within their own class. It is more similar to the performance of men 
from the intermediate class regarding grade point average, the 
proportion that is studying theoretical programmes in upper secondary 
school, and the proportion that enters higher education. There are 
some women within this group that have high grades and who are 
competitive for a place of study in all types of programmes. However, 
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compared to women from upper middle class that have got the same 
grade point average, they are less likely to enter. In addition, women 
from working class are even less likely to enter the most male 
dominated fields, such as technology, at equal competitiveness; that is, 
at equal grade point average, and at equal SweSAT scores. Those 
women who are aiming at higher education but need to improve their 
competitiveness do so, but are not as successful as other groups. This 
is the group of which the largest proportion studies at municipal adult 
education (57%), but few of them realise a transfer to higher education 
via this path. It may be that they have another aim with these studies, 
such as obtaining a professional occupation within child or health 
care. Somewhat more than 30% take the SweSAT, but they are not 
very successful. A part of the explanation is that they do not take the 
test as many times as other groups and therefore don’t get the same 
score increase. This group of students seems to be more vulnerable to 
the organisation of the educational system and to the labour market 
compared to the other groups. One important factor is that a large 
proportion of them make traditional occupational choices in the sense 
that programmes within education and health care are preferred. 
Nowadays, most of these programmes are offered within higher 
education which leaves few alternatives left. Moreover, these types of 
employments are usually offered within the public sector, which also 
leads to a high exposure to the decrease of public spending that took 
place in the 1990s.   
 
Upper middle class men still have a firm grip on higher education. A 
large proportion within this group has traditionally turned to higher 
education. Today 65% have entered at the age of 30; however, they 
are surpassed by their female counterparts. About the same proportion 
of men and women from this class have studied any of the theoretical 
programmes in upper secondary school, but not as many men are able 
to transfer directly to higher education. They have not achieved as 
high grades and therefore can not enter the most attractive places of 
study in higher education directly after upper secondary school. If 
they are going to achieve an educational qualification in order to be 
able to enter the most attractive positions in society, they need to 
improve their competitiveness. They also do so. Not as many men as 
women study at municipal adult education (34% within this group), 
but those who do are successful in the sense that they gain entrance to 
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higher education via this path. They are also able to successfully enter 
via the SweSAT. Slightly fewer men take the test compared to the 
women within this class, but they take the test somewhat more times, 
and gain higher scores. The test also tends to favour men. Those men 
who have achieved high grades, with or without supplementation, can 
enter the attractive programmes. The same applies for those who have 
achieved high test scores. Those who are not as competitive can enter 
programmes within technology and natural sciences. The increase in 
the number of study places has for some programmes within these 
fields led to low admission requirements. For this group, the question 
of whether or not to enter higher education seems not to be dependent 
on labour market fluctuations. 
 
Men who have grown up in working class families do not have a 
tradition of academic studies and comparatively few change that 
trajectory. Barely 20% have entered higher education at the age of 30. 
Since they are not ”naturally” directed toward higher education, their 
previous school choices have also not prepared them for such a career. 
This is the group of students who is most likely to have chosen 
vocational programmes in upper secondary school which in most 
cases also lead to well defined occupations. There is in other words no 
particular need for higher education studies. When these students 
studied at upper secondary school, few of the vocational programmes 
provided eligibility to higher education. This means that 
supplementing grades at municipal adult education in order to enter 
higher education is not only a question of one or two subjects; it is a 
more difficult task that is likely to take some time. Compared to 
women within their own class, not as many men (36%) study at 
municipal adult education and few of them gain entrance via this path. 
Changing trajectory via the SweSAT is a rarely used alternative; only 
20% take the test. Despite the fact that those who do take the test in 
this group is a very positively selected group, in the sense that they are 
motivated, and comparatively well achieving, few of them achieve test 
scores that can provide them a place of study at the most attractive 
programmes. Those (32%) who have completed a theoretical upper 
secondary school programme and aim at higher education, are most 
likely to enter a programme within the field of technology. Few are 
inclined to choose gender atypically. Entering a traditional female 
dominated field will likely entail a loss of status, not forgetting the 
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diminished financial return of that choice. There are still employments 
on the labour market for these men. An exception is that in times of an 
economic recession, when the private sector is quick to accommodate 
to new circumstances and when employments become scarce, some of 
the men within this group will turn to higher education, but as soon as 
the economy recovers, they will again turn to the labour market. 
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DISCUSSION 

THE CONTRIBUTION 
The questions that have been studied in this thesis have been a topic in 
several other studies. However, this thesis has contributed to a more 
differentiated and developed understanding of how different 
categories of students act in relation to the educational system. 
 
In the first study, it was shown how a recession increased the 
matriculation rate among intermediate and working class students. 
This was also expected from the hypothesis. However, it was not 
expected that the gender segregated labour market and the gender 
differentiated educational choices would influence the presumptive 
applicants to a different pattern of development for men and women at 
the end of the decade. The differences were noticeably primarily 
among working class men and women. This result could not have 
been found if just one of the two affiliations had been used for 
categorisation. Maybe the fluctuations in the working class would 
have been even larger if they had been more educationally 
competitive. It also is shown that the repeated test taking adds bias 
over and above the grades.  
 
The additional entrance paths to higher education was the topic in the 
second study. Previous studies have shown that it is difficult to 
influence the composition of groups of students by regulations. This 
study adds even more doubt to such efforts. The influence of three 
different additional entrance possibilities for more than a decade was 
studied. The long period of study and the time differentiated analysis 
makes the study well suited to investigate the recruitment effects of 
the “second chance”. The different paths where compared. Every one 
of the paths facilitated students from upper middle class and 
particularly men, but the entrance via the SweSAT was particularly 
important when it comes to maintaining the “traditional” student 
composition.  
 

59 



Caroline Berggren 

The third study encompasses two dimension of differentiation within 
higher education; how the differentiation appears among different 
categories of students; and how the two main entrance possibilities, by 
means of grades and the SweSAT, influence the admission. Such a 
comprehensive approach has not been carried through before. This 
improves the understanding for the changed differentiation in a 
changing higher education system. Again, it is shown that the entrance 
via the SweSAT contributes to a maintained and a strengthened 
differentiation within higher education. 
 

GENDER AND CLASS PERSPECTIVES 
Throughout the three studies gender and class perspectives have been 
applied. A perspective requires more than just including the two 
variables in the analyses. It is the intersection of the two structures 
gender and class that is focussed, and how the outcome varies between 
the categories. This perspective implies among other things that 
gender and class are given a prominent position in all figures and 
tables; it implies a search for an adequate theory that accounts for both 
of the two structures; and, it implies a use of measures that clearly 
show the group differentiation and which does not hide or blur it. In 
the following section these statements are elaborated. 
 
Gender and class differentiation is a theme in many studies; however, 
the structures are usually treated one at the time, or often they are not 
the main focus of the analyses (i.e. Erikson & Jonsson, 1993; Kivinen 
& Rinne, 1991; Svensson, 1998). In this thesis, a starting point in the 
analyses has been a description of how the groups, which have 
emerged from the crossing of gender and class, relate to the 
influencing factors that gradually will be included in the analysis. 
Thereafter, gender divided multiple analyses are performed where the 
complexity is built up step by step. In contrast to several other studies, 
gender or class is not abandoned at any stage. Researchers often 
choose to change focus to another variable, probably in order to 
simplify the research question.  
 
Since this thesis has been inspired by two normally separate research 
fields: large scale data analysis and gender theories, the demands upon 
me as a communicator are high in order to satisfy readers from 
different disciplines. I have striven to explain the statistical analyses in 
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“understandable” words. I have as much as possible abandoned tables 
filled with coefficients, to the advantage of figures which only display 
the odds ratio between the classes. Unfortunately, this was not 
possible to do in the third study (Berggren, submitted) because the 
figures would then have flooded the article.  
 
When the two structures; gender and class, are analysed 
simultaneously, it is evident from the results in this thesis that a 
general theory (i.e. labour market fluctuation, cultural reproduction 
theory, human capital theory) does not really fit as explanation for all 
of the disaggregated categories. The conditions in society (i.e. 
educational system, labour market) are different for men and women 
and for people from different classes, which previous studies have 
shown and this thesis confirms. 
 
In the absence of an integrated theory and a comprehensive model, 
theories originating from several different small scale studies have 
influenced the planning of the study and the interpretation of the 
results. Objections might be raised to this use of theories, which in 
some cases does not have a direct connection to the variables used in 
the analysis. Within large scale analysis, a variable, such as “number 
of books” is usually used to indicate cultural capital, or “years of 
education” is used to indicate human capital. This has not been carried 
out all the way through. Some researchers might perceive use of 
theories originating from small scale studies in this setting as 
somewhat speculative. However, small scale studies base their 
understanding upon many variables. The variety of data leads to a 
deepened understanding of a phenomenon in a certain setting. If the 
interpretations made within small scale studies are applicable and 
reasonable also to the results generated from a large scale study this is 
not merely speculations.  
 
Concepts and measures also have to be evaluated from a gender and 
class perspective. One example is the use of the attractiveness index 
that has replaced the commonly used “economic return” measure. As 
mentioned in the method section, economic return on the labour 
market is one way of defining prestigious and attractive programmes 
in higher education. However, the economic returns are not equal for 
men and women, therefore the concept can be perceived as gender 
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biased. Another example of how facts can be hidden is in the way the 
odds are estimated. Mares (1980) recommendation is to include only 
those students in the analysis who have completed the educational 
level before the transition to a higher level. The argument for this is 
that there is otherwise an additional effect from the background. The 
aim of this thesis is to study the total effect of the differentiation 
through the educational system up to and including the most attractive 
programmes within higher education. Therefore, the odds are 
estimated from the total population. There is only one deviation from 
this aim and that is the third study about differentiation in higher 
education. In those analyses, I had to use upper secondary school 
grades in order not to introduce a confounding with the attractiveness 
index. This choice implies that the differentiation into attractive 
programmes looks smaller than it really is. There is a loss of about 
17% of the cohort that has not got any grades from this level, which 
means that fewer students from the working class are included in the 
analyses.  
 
Yet another example of a biased concept is the Swedish occupational 
classification index, which also has been criticised by feminist 
researchers. However, this bias is not likely to have negatively 
influenced this research, since the categories I have analysed are very 
broad. 
 

METHODOLOGICAL ASPECTS 
The access to an extensive database provides great advantages. First, 
there are not any drop-outs because of the reliance on register data. 
Whole cohorts are studied and there are no errors due to sampling 
effects. Second, the data is linked longitudinally, which improves the 
reliability of the results considerably. The same individuals are 
followed over a period of time which reduces misinterpretations due 
to societal changes. Third, it is possible to focus upon a certain group 
(i.e. underrepresented students) and relate the effect of, for example 
additional paths, to other groups of students. The accuracy of the 
conclusions is thereby improved considerably.   
 
The theoretical model that is used in order to understand the 
relationship between factors, has in this thesis been gradually built up, 
as the complexity has increased by the successive addition of factors 
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(i.e. GPA and the SweSAT). When the analyses are performed in 
several stages it is possible to distinguish the influence from each 
factor, which would not have been possible if all factors had been 
included at the same time. The results would then have been blurred.  
 
Another example of differentiation within this thesis is the division 
into time points. The influence from municipal adult education and 
work experience would probably have been underestimated or even 
perceived as non-existing if they had been included in, for example, a 
logistic regression analysis, together with the other paths. 
 
The division into three (four) social classes makes very broad 
categories. The intermediate class consists almost of half of the 
population and it has not been paid attention in relation to its size. If 
the intermediate class is divided up, fractions can probably be found 
that act similar to the upper middle class, as well as other fractions 
which act like the working class. There might also be fractions that act 
contrary to what is expected. One example is that some under-
privileged groups of students can be well achieving as a way of 
resistance when the expectations are too low and predictable (Arnot, 
2002).  
 
A way of improving the analysis would be to let the approach of 
intersection have greater influence. The concept of intersection differs 
from the traditional way of analysis within large scale methods. 
“Usually”, within large scale studies, the point is to separate the 
influence of one affiliation from the other. When two variables 
interact, an interaction variable can be constructed which provides the 
researcher with an estimate how important the “mix” is in relation to 
the “pure” variables. Comparing interaction with the concept of 
intersection, the concepts are not replaceable. Intersection is when two 
or more affiliations influence each other mutually, and affect the 
actions. It is not like a crossroad where lines meet and then continues 
unaffected (Lykke, 2003, 2005). In this large scale context, it might be 
translated as keeping gender and class and the interaction term as a 
whole. The categories are created when affiliations such as gender and 
class are crossed. Assuming that gender is divided into two categories 
and class into three categories, crossing these makes six categories. 
The advantage is that these categories can be related to each other and 
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interactions that may exist only in few categories can be found 
(McCall, 2005, 2005). The approach of intersection is limited in my 
studies. It is possible to compare multiple groups in the descriptive 
statistics; however, to keep matters reasonably simple I have chosen to 
limit the use of the multivariate statistical method to a comparison 
between two categories at the time.  
 
Another way of improving the intersectional approach would be to 
add yet another affiliation. Affiliations that are to be chosen should be 
important for the situation and the context. In the educational context, 
cultural affiliation is important and the influence from demography 
has previously been shown to be significant. As discussed above such 
an addition would increase the complexity considerably. Assuming 
that the six categories that came up from the two structures gender and 
class, would be crossed with cultural affiliation as a dichotomous 
variable; migrated or not, the number of categories would be twelve. 
The complexity increases considerably, but it will also be possible to 
find and describe multiple disadvantaged groups. 
 
Another way of organising the analyses could be to work 
“backwards”. For example, to start the analyses by obtaining the 
information about how many people are entering attractive 
programmes, and then afterwards analyse their characteristics. This 
method would also be in agreement with Bourdieu’s theory and 
several feminist theories, which criticise research that on beforehand 
categorise people.  
 

COMMUNICATING MY STUDY RESULTS – POSSIBILITIES AND 
OBSTACLES 
The results provide evidence that both gender and class needs to be 
taken into account when studying the educational system and the 
labour market. The theories or models that are developed need also to 
consider both these structures. Results emerging from small scale 
studies could improve the theoretical development and the model 
building within large scale studies. 
 
However, an exchange of ideas between researchers theorising gender 
and those who are working with large scale studies seems to not be as 
straightforward as could be expected. There are some demarcations 
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that are difficult to understand. My aim has been to overcome these 
differences. I have shown the importance of studying both gender and 
class. Moreover, I have tried to explain my research as clearly as I 
could and to avoid statistical expressions, in order to be understood 
also by researchers who are working with the same issues, but who are 
not familiar with the large scale methodology.  
 
Those of my results that are showing how the admission system 
facilitates entry for categories of students that were not intended to be 
facilitated, confirm the result from previous research. It is interesting 
to see how the idea of a “second chance” continues to exist, despite its 
counteracting effect. Why is it not more questioned? If applying 
cultural reproduction theory (Bourdieu, 1997; Bourdieu & Passeron, 
1990), the disinclination to change something that reproduces the 
status of one’s own group, becomes understandable. 
 
Presumptive students also need to know how the educational system 
and the admission system is organised. It is difficult for a researcher to 
reach the prospective students with this information, unless the results 
are easily accessible. A Swedish language summary of the results 
(Berggren, forthcoming), written in easy language, can hopefully 
reach some of the study advisors and thereby some of the prospective 
students. On the other hand, previous research (Hutchings, 2003) has 
also shown that those channels of information have difficulties in 
reaching those groups of students who have no academic traditions 
from home.  
 

WOMEN’S EDUCATIONAL SUCCESS 
The results show that women have increased their participation in 
higher education within all fields and at all levels. The gender 
equalising attempts seem to have been successful, at least within 
education. However, there are indications that female success reaching 
beyond the educational system, will not be easily earned (Florin, 
2005). National surveys (Björnsson, 2005) show that young women 
have higher grades in almost all subjects, including mathematics and 
physics, than their male counterparts. But not as many women choose 
to continue within these fields in higher education. It is likely that the 
demarcations today are less visible and less obvious, but that they are 
still there (Florin, 2005; Florin & Johansson, 1992). Those categories, 
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which have increased their participation in higher education most of 
all are primarily women from intermediate and working class. Women 
from upper middle class have increased the variety of educational 
fields from which they choose. They also form a majority within most 
of the attractive fields. Does this success also imply a corresponding 
success on the labour market?  
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Abstract. The hypothesis that an economic recession in society leads to class equali-
sation in the recruitment of new students to higher education is tested, using data from

Sweden. The 1990s is a period suitable for these analyses, as the recession started in
1991, reached the highest unemployment level in 1993; finally, at the end of the decade
the labour market recovered. Multivariate, binary logistic regressions of entry into

higher education are performed with gender divided analyses. Register data from
Sweden comprising the total population in the age range 18–21 years from six cohorts
are analysed. When the labour market was the most difficult, more young students from

lower classes entered higher education. When the labour market recovered, men from
lower classes tended to abandon higher education. However, women from lower classes
continued to increase their involvement. The result indicate that the Swedish Scholastic

Assessment Test, works in favour of men from higher classes through repeated test
taking. The hypothesis about the influence from the labour market was supported for
the group of men, while results were less clear for women. The results indicate that
future research must carefully consider gender aspects.

Keywords: class, gender, grade point average, labour market, logistic regression,

recession, recruitment to higher education, register data, SweSAT

Introduction

The expansion of higher education in the industrial countries has given
rise to several studies within sociology of education. The changed
composition of groups of students with respect to class and gender has
been a challenging theme. In addition to the expanding educational
sector, the state of the labour market is a possible factor to account for
changes in the recruitment of students (Gustafsson et al. 2000). The
hypothesis is that if people are unemployed it is more likely that they
turn to higher education than otherwise. A period of a weakening
economy, followed by high unemployment rates occurred in most of the
industrial countries in the beginning of the 1990s. The labour market
recovered at the end of the decade. This gives a good opportunity to test

Higher Education (2006) 52: 121–148 � Springer 2006
DOI 10.1007/s10734-004-5793-y



the hypothesis of whether or not a weakening labour market will result
in an increase of underrepresented groups of student in higher educa-
tion. The example used in this article is Sweden. The results are inter-
preted within the framework of two structural theories: the theory about
the gender order (Connell 1987, 2002; Hirdman 1988, 2003), and the
cultural reproduction theory (Bourdieu and Passeron 1990; Bourdieu
1992, 1997). Multivariate statistical analysis methods were applied on
an extensive data set comprising six birth cohorts.

The background

There is a discussion of whether or not the expansion of higher edu-
cation has resulted in an increased equalisation due to class and gender
in the student population. The interpretation of the development is
divided. Some researchers conclude that there is a move towards
equalisation, while others are more cautious in their judgement. The
disagreement is, among other things; due to different theoretical bases,
different analytical focus on either gender or class or both, and differ-
ences in the definition of the concept of higher education. The purpose
of this section is to describe the development of the attainment in higher
education due to class and gender, and the different interpretations
given this development. The greater part of the description originates
from Swedish data, mainly because there is comprehensive information
available. Two Swedish sociologists, Erikson and Jonsson (1993, 1994,
1996, 2002) have recently presented a comprehensive survey about
social selection in the recruitment to higher education in Sweden. They
have based their studies upon register data and upon samples, which
generally are representative for the country, and with a longitudinal
design.

To begin with there are some concepts that need to be clarified.
Higher education is in Sweden synonymous with tertiary education. All
post upper-secondary education was brought together under the
umbrella of higher education in 1977, when the first Higher Education
Act (SFS 1977) came into force. This implies that today’s higher edu-
cation concept comprises, besides the traditional academic disciplines,
also polytechnic educations (e.g. engineers), and the former traditional
female vocational trainings (e.g. nurses and teachers). Despite these
changes, Erikson and Jonsson (1993, p. 164) still restrict their studies to
comprise only the traditional academic disciplines, including certain
polytechnic ones, mainly to be able to make comparisons over a long
time period.
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The expressions ‘social selection’ and ‘class equalisation’ will be used
as synonyms despite their different theoretical origin. The indicators of
student background will either be parents’ class or educational level,
which simply reflects the differentiation within this field. When dis-
cussing the structure of the groups of students, it refers to gender and
class composition.

Erikson and Jonsson (1993, 1996) describe a continuous move
towards class equalisation in educational attainment during the 1900s
in Sweden. The social selection into higher education decreased par-
ticularly during the period 1930–1970, and especially among women.
In the beginning of the century the social selection was higher among
women than among men, but the social selection decreased within the
group of women and was the same within the genders at the end of the
century. The daughters of farmers and self-employed families had
increased their attainment in higher education more than their broth-
ers. Also women from the middle class increased their attendance in
long and prestigious programs (Erikson and Jonsson 1993, 1996).
During the 1990s the social bias has decreased somewhat more, par-
ticularly among students entering the short and medium length uni-
versity programs, and among the youngest students. Women now form
the majority in almost all programmes of higher education (Gustafsson
et al. 2000, p. 201).

However, despite the fact that these researchers describe a continu-
ous change toward class and gender equalisation, they also observe that
the hierarchical order is still there. The upper middle class has the
greatest advantages, while children of manual workers have the greatest
disadvantages (Erikson and Jonsson 1993, 1996; Gustafsson et al. 2000;
Delamont 2001). Delamont (2001) and Brock-Utne (1997) argue that
the gender order has been quite constant over the century. They agree
that women have access to more alternatives than before, and that
young women are more qualified; however, their qualifications does not
give the same financial return on the labour market as they do for men
(Ljunglöf 2004). There are several examples of how students from well-
educated families have a sense for choosing the educational path that is
the most favourable, while the majority of students from less educated
families, women and the mature students are directed towards educa-
tional sectors with less status. Women dominate the shortest pro-
grammes with a clearly pronounced vocational focus, while men still
keep their lead within prestigious programs (Egerton and Halsey 1993;
Gustafsson et al. 2000; Tegner 2002). Students from the middle class
dominate all educational institutions, but the domination is less
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pronounced within universities outside the largest cities, and within
colleges (Egerton and Halsey 1993; Kivinen et al. 2001).

In Sweden, the admission to higher education is restricted. The two
main selection instruments are marks from completed upper secondary
education and the Swedish Scholastic Assessment Test, SweSAT. There
have been changes concerning educational achievement, and selection
instruments, that have implications for gender and class composition.

Since the 1970s in Sweden and the 1980s in Britain, young women’s
school marks are on the average better than young men’s. Young
women take more degrees than men do, and form the majority in
programs preparatory for further studies (Svensson 1998; Arnot et al.
1999, p. 16; Gustafsson et al. 2000, p. 205; Öhrn 2002). Men seem in
many respects to be a more diverse group than women; among the men
are both the lowest achieving and the highest. On the one hand, a
minority of the young working class men reject school; on the other
hand, there are very successful young men who study at A-level and
choose science (Arnot et al. 1999, p. 23; Delamont 2001). Natural sci-
ences is also chosen by high achieving men in Sweden, but the young
women in this group have even higher grade point average than the men
(Svensson 1998). It must be emphasized that the general gender differ-
ences in educational achievement are small and must therefore be
studied in relation to other group differences, such as social class and
cultural affiliation (Delamont 2001, p. 111; Öhrn 2002, p. 56). There is
an average difference of about a quarter to half a grade on a five step
scale in favour of upper middle class compared to working class in
upper secondary school (Erikson and Jonsson 1996; Svensson 1998).
This implies that women and students from higher classes have better
chances of entering higher education directly via their grade point
average from upper secondary school. They don’t need to sit for the
SweSAT or in other ways improve their qualifications.

The alternative selection instrument is the SweSAT. The test may be
taken as many times as wished, also after the student has been accepted
to a place of study in higher education (Brandell and Lindqvist 2002).
The SweSAT can in that case be a way of increasing the qualifications so
the student can enter a more attractive program than she/he began with.
Those who take the SweSAT is a selected group and among them men
are more successful than women (Reuterberg 1997). It has also been
shown that taking the test gives an experience that, at least statistically,
will improve the results the next time (Cliffordson 2004b). Briefly
summarised; women enter higher education via upper secondary school
grades, while the SweSAT is an alternative in favour of men.
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Moreover, the inclination to enter higher education is more apparent
in the middle class than in the working class. Students from working
class need a support in high grades to make the first move to tertiary
education (Erikson and Jonsson 1993, 1996). Differences in inclination
due to gender operate in a similar way; at high achievement levels men
are more inclined to enter higher education than women are (Andres
1998; Härnqvist 1998). Men seem to be more guided by their level of
achievement rather than by pure interest.

Finally, the first Higher Education Act (SFS 1977) had a large effect
on the composition of groups of students in Sweden. When the former
post upper secondary education was incorporated into higher educa-
tion, it resulted in an increased number of women, and an increased
number of students from working class. The reason is that these tra-
inings were, and still are, occupied by a comparatively large part of
women from the working class. Corresponding vocational training for
men, such as construction, electricity and vehicle programmes are still
offered at upper secondary school level.

Theoretical perspectives

Two major structures influence society: gender order and class hierar-
chy. Individuals are carriers of the structures, although they themselves
as living men and women do not necessarily represent these values and
ideas. The gender theory used in this article is a combination of theories
about male supremacy (Connell 1987, 2002; Mac an Ghaill 1994, 1996;
Hirdman 2003), hierarchical organisation within the group of men
(Connell 1987, 2002; Mac an Ghaill 1994, 1996), and processes of
gender separation (Hirdman 1988, 2003).

That ‘Man is the norm’ implies that men are perceived as objective
representatives for both men and women, and what is associated with
men and male activity is often perceived as the highest valued. Men
define themselves in relation to each other. Women also define them-
selves primarily in relation to men, and only secondarily in relation to
other women (Mac an Ghaill 1994; Hirdman 2003).

There is a struggle about power in all situations in society where
people meet, a struggle about how to gain advantages, to get hold of
resources, and to define situations. The latter means having the power to
decide what is going to be on the agenda, what is interesting and worth
discussing and how to understand a situation. Men as a group have more
power than women as a group. In order to keep their superior position in
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relation to women men have to co-operate. This male project does not
always favour the individual man, but as long as enough men are
motivated to support the idea, it continues. On an institutional level this
excludes women from positions with authority and sustains a subordi-
nation of areas with a majority of women (Connell 1987). There is an
ongoing process to keep the two genders separated (Hirdman 1988,
2003). The separation can be interpreted as a way of avoiding a com-
parison when the outcome might not favour men, a process in order to
maintain male privileges and power. Examples of the gender separation
is the gender divided secondary and tertiary education (Florin and
Johansson 1992; Brock-Utne 1997; Högskoleverket 1998, p. 39; Arnot et
al. 1999, p. 21; Croxford 2000); and the gender divided labour market
(SCB 2004). What was previously a typical male choice (e.g. latin studies)
can later become a typical female choice, but the division, what is typical
male and female is a dichotomising process constantly in progress.

Young women are brought up to be different from men. As women
are not men, they must be something else. A most successful male
hierarchical technique is to sexualise women and regard them as objects.
The norm for women is, for example, to be attractive, responsible and
respectable, and to take care of relations (Mac an Ghaill 1994;
Skeggs 1997; Berggren 2001; Connell 2002; Hirdman 2003). Women will
thereby spend time and effort to become attractive and they are dis-
advantaged in the fight for attractive and powerful positions. When
women are outmanoeuvred, the fight for power takes place within the
group of men. There is a hierarchical organisation within the group of
men; the training for competition begins at early age (Mac an Ghaill
1994; Delamont 2001; Connell 2002). Connell (1987) argues that to
create a hierarchy three elements are needed: a hegemonic masculinity, a
conservative, or as I prefer to call it, a supportive masculinity, and a
subordinate masculinity. The ‘key’ to status in the hegemonic mascu-
linity depends on the situation. Within the educational system the
middle class, well-achieving, independent, enterprising men are at the
top of the hierarchy and dominate the field (Florin and Johansson
1992). Men who cannot compete on these premises form other groups
outside the educational system with other standards for success. They
thereby avoid being losers and can carry on with retained self-confi-
dence. The key factor to success in these other groups can be to have a
work in the manufacturing industry, to get an income so they can own a
car, or to have enough money to enjoy themselves etc. (Trondman 1995;
Collinson and Hearn 1996; Haywood and Mac an Ghaill 1996; Hill
1998; Tett 2000; Archer et al. 2001; Archer and Leathwood 2003;
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Archer and Yamashita 2003). These are signs of the working class
hegemonic masculinity.

The hierarchical organisation of the gender order intersects with the
organisation of the classes, which are also hierarchically structured.
According to the cultural reproduction theory, the educational system is
a place where students from privileged home background reproduce
their advantage in relation to other groups. There is an increasing
demand for higher education in all classes. The necessity for degrees has
forced also those social groups, which previously could entirely rely on
their economical capital, to continue tertiary education with the purpose
of keeping their advantage (Bourdieu 1992, p. 132). In order to succeed
within the educational system, several forms of capital are needed. Two
forms of symbolic capital will be used in this paper: first, cultural capital
inherited and imbibed from the family and the surrounding milieu, and
second, what I call school capital, which is capital acquired by the
student her/him self, such as a school leaving certificate, degrees or
diplomas. An amount of cultural capital is decisive for success within
the educational system. Bourdieus concept of cultural capital includes,
apart from access to ‘cultural goods’ (Bourdieu 1997, p. 47), how to
express oneself, how to manoeuvre within the society and within the
educational system, and also a knowledge about cultural distinctions,
such as familiarity with classical music, art and so on. Social capital, in
the form of relations, friends, contacts and connections, gives access to
the sort of cultural capital that is unobtainable for others (Bourdieu
1997). Working-class students do not have access to the same infor-
mation about higher education as middle-class students have. Their
parents, sister and brothers and friends who have no experiences of
higher education and cannot guide them (Hutchings 2003). The edu-
cational system attracts, and sometimes also seduces, students from less
privileged background to improve their position. For the students, who
lack the ‘right’ social capital it is difficult to decide which type of edu-
cation that is most likely to be beneficial. For example, with a rich
possession of capital students can avoid being trapped in an educational
pathway that does not correspond to the demands on the labour market
and thereby leads to unemployment, or becomes invalid soon after
graduation. Moreover, social capital continuous to play a crucial part
after graduation, for advancement within the labour market (Kivinen
and Rinne 1996; Kivinen and Ahola 1999). An amount of economical
capital is also important, above all to enable time for the transfer of
cultural capital from one generation to another and to be free from
economic obligations during the period of study (Bourdieu 1997). An
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embodied form of capital is the habitus. It is an unreflected way of
regarding, perceiving and acting in social situations, a habit. The hab-
itus is acquired through transformation within the family and from the
life the person has lived so far. A different type of habitus is more or less
passable depending on the situation (Broady 1990). Hutchings (2003)
argues that very few people make ‘rational’ decision whether to enter
higher education or not. Among people from the middle class the choice
to continue studying is likely to be obvious, while a more frequent
occurring attitude among people from working class is that they have
never considered the alternative at all. This is an example of how dif-
ferent habitus guides the person to choose different paths in life.

The research question

Gustafsson et al. (2000, p. 202) studied the flow of students from
compulsory school to higher education in Sweden during the 1990s.
They confirmed results from previous studies concerning women’s high
transfer rate to higher education, and also demonstrated a further
decreased social selection during these years. A tentative explanation of
the changed social structure of the group of students was the difficult
labour market caused by the recession in the beginning of the 1990s. So
the question in this study is: did the weakening economy affect the social
structure of the group of students in higher education? Furthermore,
can gender and class theories contribute to a more developed under-
standing of these processes?

The context

During the 1990s there were several other extensive changes in society
apart from a changing labour market. These other changes might also
have influenced the recruitment into higher education. Some of the
factors can be expected to increase the demand for higher education,
while others can be expected to restrain it, or even to work in both
directions. Most of these influencing factors are not included in the
analyses, but they have to be taken into account when interpreting the
results. Below is an attempt to summarise and describe these events.

Shortage of vacancies
In the beginning of the 1990s there was a dramatic decrease in the
number of employed persons, especially in the age group 16–24 years.
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In 1990 the share of unemployed in the age group 16–24 was 3.7%,
while in 1993 it reached a peak of 18.4%. In the following years the
unemployment rate decreased slowly. In 2000 it was at a level of 8.1%.
During the period of highest unemployment, more young men than
women were unemployed, but women were to a higher extent forced to
work part time. The municipal sector that had been women’s principal
employer before the recession, did not revert to what it had been (SCB
2003). The public sector had until then provided a large number of jobs
in the service sector, but the economic cutbacks in this sector, resulted in
a decrease also in these types of employments (Daun 1998; Kivinen and
Ahola 1999). The high unemployment rate can be conceived as having a
pushing effect, but can also be conceived as working in the opposite
direction. People knew that there were declining numbers of vacancies
in all sectors, and on all levels. The risk of investing in a long education,
without being assured of getting a job afterwards, perhaps had a
restraining effect (Kivinen and Rinne 1998a; Kivinen and Ahola 1999).

Expansion of higher education
The Swedish government has an intention to increase the amount of
students in higher education. A well-educated population is considered
essential for the ability to adapt to the demands of the labour market,
and is a way of maintaining competitiveness and high standards of
living. A government policy is to approach ‘universal access’ to higher
education (Trow 1974, p. 63). That is ‘‘… 50 percent of those born in
any given year shall have embarked on university level studies by the age
of 25’’ (Utbildningsdepartementet 2001, p. 1). The goal is about to be
reached: of those born in 1977, who turned 25 the academic year 2002/
2003, 43% have entered higher education (Högskoleverket 2004).

Decreased cohort size
When the cohorts are large, it is conceivable that the competition for the
available study places is intense and that many students will not be
accepted. During the 1990s the cohorts available for entering higher
education diminished in size. A reduced size of the cohorts together with
an expansion of the number of study places in higher education can be
expected to reduce the admission requirements, thereby further facili-
tating the pulling effects.

Private economy
Working class students in particular are concerned about their private
economy. They often have no or small savings, and they cannot rely on
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their parents in a difficult economical situation (Archer 2003). Finan-
cial aid is in Sweden available for all students, and is not conditioned
by the finances of other family members. It consists of two compo-
nents: a grant and a loan (CSN 2003). Financial aid has been, and still
is, a very important tool for decreasing the under-representation of
working class students in higher education (Reuterberg and Svensson
1992, 1994). The financial aid for students has not been reduced during
the 1990s; neither has it increased. Owing to the unchanged financial
aid, the students’ economical situation was more stretched towards the
end of the decade. The reason is mainly that the costs of housing have
increased. It is very difficult for a student to support him or herself
only on the financial aid. A contribution in the form of a job on the
side, parental support, or dipping into prior savings is necessary
(Pahne and Yngvesson 2004). This article does not have the intention
to further cover the various aspects of a changed private economical
situation.

Data and variables

Validation of the University Entrance System (VALUTA) is a Swedish
project, which aims at studying the function of the admittance system in
relation to the interests of several groups of stakeholders (e.g. students,
higher education, society). The empirical basis of the project is a
database formed primarily from register data from Statistics Sweden.
The database includes all individuals born in 1972–1984, a total amount
of 1.4 million individuals. Data are available for the period 1991–2000
and the registers are linked together on an individual level, which makes
it feasible to follow individual paths. In this study, the individuals born
in 1973–1978 are chosen, and studied during those years when they were
18–21 year old.

Age

The government’s wish to increase the population’s educational level
primarily concerns the young adult population, those below 25 years. In
this study the interval of age is even more restricted and includes those
who are 18–21 years. One reason for this choice is that it covers the
immediate transition from upper secondary school to higher education.
A second reason is that the living conditions are more homogenous with
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respect to family situation within this age range, because few have
formed a family yet. Other studies have also restricted the age group in a
similar way (Gustafsson et al. 2000). Finally, it was judged important to
utilize as many cohorts as possible from the available database.

Gender

The information on sex originates from registration at the age of 16.

Entrance to higher education

Entry to higher education is defined as applying and being matriculated
for the first time, irrespective of educational sector and rate of studies.
Whether the student has continued the course or program or has
changed his or her mind soon after matriculation is left out of consid-
eration.

Class

Class or socioeconomic status, SES, is in this article defined as a union
of the father’s and mother’s education and occupation. The parent who
has attained the highest level of education and the highest, most pres-
tigious occupation represents the household. The variable is an indi-
cator of the amount of capital that is available. It is not possible to
distinguish between the different forms of capital. It is assumed that
possession of one sort of capital can be transferred into another sort of
capital if needed.

The censuses of 1985 and 1990 have both been taken advantage of,
which reduces the dropout rate to slightly above 6%. Compared to the
EGP class scheme (Erikson and Goldthorpe 1992, pp. 38–39), the
grouping used here is a coarse grouping of the 11 groups in the ‘full
version’ (Table 1). Upper middle class is equivalent to higher-grade
professionals, administrators, officials, and self-employed with academic
degree (I). Intermediate consists of middle and lower middle class, self-
employed without academic degree and farmers (II, IIIa, IIIb, IVa, IVb,
IVc). Working class is lower-grade technicians, skilled and unskilled
workers (V, VI, VIIa, VIIb). The group of indeterminable is a hetero-
geneous group, to a large proportion composed of immigrants.
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Marks

Marks are seen as an indicator of how much school capital the student
has acquired. A new curriculum was introduced in 1994, which has a
system of criterion-referenced marks instead of the former norm-refer-
enced grading assessment. The norm-referenced system consisted of
marks from 1 to 5, where 5 was the highest. The criterion-referenced
system includes the levels: Pass, Pass with distinction and Pass with
special distinction. If the student does not pass, no mark is awarded
(Skolverket 2003). The new curriculum was gradually introduced, so
these two systems overlap each other. In this study both kinds of marks
are applied.

Grade point average according to the school-leaving certificate
(GPA16) of the compulsory school is used in the analysis dealing with
class differences. More than 96% of the individuals analysed in this
paper were assigned the norm-referenced marks from compulsory
school. In compulsory school the students could choose between two
degrees of difficulty within the subjects English and Mathematics. To be
able to separate those who had studied a general course from those who
had studied an advanced course, the students with grades from the
advanced course got one level higher marks. Which adjustment was
determined with a regression procedure in which a dummy variable was
used to indicate course level (Reuterberg 2001).Thus, in these analyses a
scale from 1 to 6 is applied on these two subjects, which results in a
GPA16 with a maximum of 5.125.

Marks from upper secondary school could be considered as more
appropriate as it is an assessment more close to the application for
higher education. Of the studied population an average of 17.6% in the
cohorts 1973–1978 have not completed upper secondary education. The
drop out is not random; it is highly dependent on class. Almost ¼ of the
individuals from working class do not have any upper secondary
school leaving certificate, which for those from upper middle class the

Table 1. Class

SES

Upper middle 1 Intermediate 2 Working 3 Indeterminable 0

Percent 20.1 46.9 28.6 4.4

N 126 999 295 859 180 585 27 470
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corresponding share is 10%. Another disadvantage is that there is
‘grade inflation’ in the new grading system (Cliffordson 2004a).

The majority of the individuals included in this study have received
norm-referenced marks in their upper secondary school leaving certifi-
cate, while the majority in the last cohort, 1978, have received criterion-
referenced marks. To make these grading systems comparable a
percentile ranking transformation has been conducted. The percentiles
have later been transformed into deciles to make it easier to interpret the
results; that is, each single subject GPA19 can vary from 1 to 10.

Numbers of SweSAT’s taken

This is a variable assumed to reflect primarily the motivation for
entering higher education, and is therefore related also to cultural and
social capital. This variable does not cover the school capital as much as
the marks do, since it only measures how many times the test is taken,
not the results on the test. The reason for not using the scores on the test
is that only a subset of the individuals has taken the test.

Method

In addition to the usual descriptive statistics, binary logistic regression is
applied (Pedhazur 1997; Miles and Shevlin 2001). In a binary logistic
regression, the dependent variable can only assume two mutually
exclusive values. In these analyses they are either ‘matriculated’ or ‘not
matriculated’. The results of the analyses are expressed in odds ratios.
The independent variables can either be categorical or continuous.
When the variable is categorical, as for example SES, it is coded as a
dummy variable, SES 3 is chosen as the reference (Pedhazur and
Schmelkin 1991). The odds in favour of entering are computed in
relation to belonging to the group of SES 3. If the odds ratio is 1, then
the classes act similarly in this respect. In the analyses men and women
are treated separately. That is, men from one class can only be com-
pared with men from other classes, and women from one class can only
be compared with women from other classes. When the variable is
continuous the interpretation is that for each step higher on the scale,
the odds in favour of entering increases with the value of the parameter.
The odds ratio can assume values from zero to plus infinity. Logistic
regression has the advantage that it can analyse the relative influence of
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different factors, and it can be used to separate the direct and indirect
effects of the independent variables. When one independent variable
(e.g. SES) is included in the analysis, the coefficient represents the total
effect of this variable. When a second independent variable is added to
the analysis (e.g. GPA) the coefficient expresses the direct effect of SES,
with GPA held constant.

Since the analyses are performed on complete cohorts, no tests of
significance are done. To avoid confusing effects of cohort and age, the
analyses are carried out separately for each age group over each four-
year period. The base gradually changes as students have been admitted
to higher education. Those who already have entered are excluded from
the next step of analysis.

The GPA16 has been chosen because data is available for almost all
individuals. The disadvantage is that it might not be such a powerful
predictive variable as GPA19, which is closer in time to the application.
The consequence of the choice of variable might be that the effect of
class is overestimated.

Results

A total of 630 913 individuals are included in these analysis. They are
distributed over six cohorts.

The cohort size is declining. At the end of the 1970s about 15 000
fewer children were born per year compared to four or five years before.
The proportion of matriculated students has increased over time.
During the years when they were 18–21, about 30% of them had entered
higher education (see Table 2). The cohorts consist of 51% men and
49% women.

Table 2. Size of cohorts and amount of matriculated at higher education

Cohorts

1973 1974 1975 1976 1977 1978

Academic

year

1991/1992

–1994/1995

1992/1993

–1995/1996

1993/1994

–1996/1997

1994/1995

–1997/1998

1995/1996

–1998/1999

1996/1997

–1999/2000

Total N 111 977 112 948 106 889 107 775 99 711 97 613

Matriculated N 30 681 33 265 32 438 31 607 30 705 29 622

Matriculated % 27.4 29.5 30.3 31.1 30.8 30.3
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Women’s continuously increasing involvement in higher education
has at the end of the period reached a level of almost 57%, as can be
seen from Table 3.

Gender and class, of those who enter higher education is shown in
Table 4.

Within most groups an increasing proportion is matriculated, even
though this tendency seems more marked for females and for students
from SES 0. SES 0 is a heterogeneous group, mostly composed by
immigrants. It has not been possible to determine the background of
this group, so in the rest of the article this group will be excluded from
presentations, but it is still included in analyses.

The logistic regression analyses have been performed in a series. In
the first model SES is the only independent variable, then marks are
controlled for, and finally marks and number of times the SweSAT is
taken are both added in the model.

The odds ratios are displayed in graphs. Figure 1 shows the total
effect on entrance of SES/class separately for men and women.

The effect of class is stronger for men than for women. The odds for
men belonging to SES 1 to enter higher education were at most 8½

Table 4. Matriculated students by class and gender

Cohorts

1973 1974 1975 1976 1977 1978

M W M W M W M W M W M W

SES 1 N 5 424 5 951 5 839 6 334 5 530 6 068 5 196 5 930 5 041 5 756 4 871 5 312

Percent 47.2 53.9 50.0 56.7 49.9 57.4 49.5 58.1 49.0 58.9 49.5 56.7

SES 2 N 6 222 8 423 6 898 9 074 6 732 8 818 6 533 8 617 6 193 8 409 5 932 8 076

Percent 22.8 32.3 25.0 34.5 26.3 35.7 26.8 37.1 26.0 37.5 26.0 37.3

SES 3 N 1 640 2 515 1 753 2 809 1 813 2 846 1 847 2 776 1 687 2 845 1 632 2 792

Percent 10.0 16.1 10.5 17.8 11.5 19.0 12.3 19.9 11.5 20.5 11.5 20.4

SES 0 N 233 273 247 311 304 327 362 346 345 429 433 574

Percent 11.2 14.0 12.2 16.6 13.9 16.1 13.3 16.6 13.6 18.2 13.9 20.1

Table 3. Number and amount of those matriculated who are women

Cohorts

1973 1974 1975 1976 1977 1978

Women N 17 162 18 528 18 059 17 669 17 439 16 754

Women % 55.9 55.7 55.7 55.9 56.8 56.6
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times higher than the odds for men belonging to SES 3. For women in
SES 1 the odds were at most 6 times higher compared to women in SES
3. Moreover, at the end of the decade, the development for men is in the
opposite direction than for women. The estimates for women belonging
to SES 1 are declining from 6 to 5. For men, however, there is for the
cohorts born between 1977 and 1978 a trend towards an increasing
effect of class.

Marks from upper secondary school form the main selection
instrument into higher education, and in the next step of analysis the
effects of school capital have been partialled out. Both marks from
upper secondary school, GPA19, and from compulsory school, GPA16,
have been used.

Table 5 shows the average marks among those who entered higher
education during the years they were 18–21 years.

Grade point average from compulsory school, GPA16, is surprisingly
stable. GPA16 is about 0.6 steps higher among the matriculated stu-
dents compared to the whole population in these six cohorts. The level
of GPA19 was highest among those who entered the academic years
1995/1996–1998/1999. There is a minor GPA difference in favour of
female students when completing compulsory school and that difference
increases in upper secondary school.
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Figure 1. Entering higher education. Total effects of SES divided by gender. Compar-

ison between six cohorts. Odds in relation to men and women SES 3, respectively.
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The increasing gender difference from GPA16 to GPA19 is in
agreement with Svensson’s (1998) results, which show that women
increase their marks during upper secondary school, especially within
programmes of social studies. It can also be observed that the gender
difference is increasing, and it was largest for those born in 1977. It must
be taken into account, however, that the 1977 cohort was the last one
with norm referenced grading assessment, but these marks were
assigned in a school system with criterion referenced marks. From
previous studies we know that females and students from higher classes
perform on the average better than other groups of students (Svensson
1998; Arnot et al. 1999; Gustafsson et al. 2000; Öhrn 2002).

Figure 2 shows results from a multiple logistic regression analysis,
where the impact from marks is controlled for when estimating the
effect of SES.

There is a substantial reduction in odds when the grade point
average at age 16, GPA16, is kept under control. The difference in
relation to SES 3 that is still there, indicate at most three times higher
odds for men belonging to SES 1. The remaining difference can be
interpreted as the effect of different habitus. Students from higher
classes are more oriented toward higher education, even when previous
school achievement is at the same level. Erikson and Jonsson (1996)
conclude that the class differences, with reference to entrance, were
equal among men and women in the beginning of 1990s, and that there
was a slight trend towards equalisation among young women. As can
be seen from Figure 2, that trend continues during the whole decade.
The odds among women in SES 1 gradually approach 1. For males,
however, the trend reverses from 1976, even when controlling for
GPA16.

Table 5. Grade point average from compulsory and upper secondary school among

those matriculated, divided by gender

Cohorts

1973 1974 1975 1976 1977 1978

GPA16 men 3.91 3.87 3.86 3.87 3.87 3.87

GPA16 women 4.00 3.98 3.98 3.98 3.99 3.98

GPA16 all 3.96 3.93 3.93 3.93 3.94 3.93

GPA19 men 6.67 6.59 6.58 6.48 6.81 6.61

GPA19 women 7.11 7.17 7.20 7.10 7.50 7.25

GPA19 all 6.92 6.91 6.92 6.83 7.21 6.97
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In the following analysis, an attempt is made to reflect at least a part
of what can be considered as the academic matched habitus (Table 6).

As expected from previous research (Reuterberg 1997) a slightly
larger proportion of men take the SweSAT, and they take it more times
than women do. When men and women are divided into classes, there is
a clear and unanimous trend that a larger proportion of students from
higher classes take the SweSAT, compared to working class students.
Exactly the same trend can be observed concerning numbers of test
taken. With increased status, both according to class and gender,
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Figure 2. Entering higher education. Effects of SES divided by gender, and controlling
for GPA16. Comparison between six cohorts. Odds in relation to men and women

SES3, respectively.

Table 6. Percent test takers and average number of SweSATs taken among those
matriculated divided by gender

Cohorts

1973 1974 1975 1976 1977 1978

Men % 83 81 80 80 81 85

Men mean 2.62 2.59 2.50 2.44 2.36 2.48

Women % 81 79 78 78 78 83

Women mean 2.37 2.38 2.33 2.27 2.17 2.28
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follows a more frequent test taking. Men from SES 1 take the test more
times than other groups.

The following analysis is a further elaboration of the previous logistic
regression analyses. This time the number of SweSAT participations is
added beside SES and GPA (Figure 3).

The odds ratios are approaching 1 for several groups, which means
that less difference is left unexplained. Those gender differences previ-
ously detected can now be explained by the readiness of men from SES 1
to take the SweSAT. The reduction in odds compared to the previous
analysis is most obvious in the group of men from SES 1, and this holds
for all six cohorts.

Discussion

There is a slight increase in female participation in higher education
during the decade. This development among women is a continuation of
a trend shown by Erikson and Jonsson (1996) and more recently by
Gustafsson et al. (2000). When looking at the class distribution within
the group of women, the intermediate and the working class women
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Figure 3. Entering higher education. Effects of SES, when controlling for GPA16 and

numbers of SweSAT taken. Comparison between six cohorts. Odds in relation to men
and women SES 3, respectively.
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have increased their share. Women from upper middle class also show
an increasing trend with exception of the last cohort. The development
among men is different. There is an increased participation among
intermediate and working class men until the middle of the decade,
followed by a decreasing tendency. The share of men from upper middle
class who enters is quite stable during the period. The unemployment
level reached its highest level in 1993. The difficult labour market
coincides with the decreasing odds in favour of males from SES 1 that
are observed from the academic year 1993/1994 (i.e. the cohort born in
1975). There is an even future decrease in odds among men from SES 1
for the cohort born in 1976. However, the trend reversed at the same
time as the labour market recovered. The question, whether or not the
state of the labour market influenced the inclination among underrep-
resented groups of students to enter higher education must be answered
with both a yes and a no, ‘yes’ referring to men and ‘no’ referring to
women.

Why can an effect of the weakening economy only be seen among
men?

A very likely explanation is the gender divided labour market. When
the market recovered, the effect could only be seen in the private sector
which is the principal employer for men (SCB 2003). The supply of
traditional female jobs continued to be scarce. As a result the women
had to turn to higher education in order to strengthen their positions on
the labour market. As Olofsson (1998) suggests, it is more likely that
women were pushed out of the labour market rather than tertiary
studies being an active first-hand choice. In addition, the class differ-
ences among women are perhaps not decreasing, because they have been
transferred into the differentiation of more or less prestigious pro-
grammes of higher education.

The effect of the weakening economy could maybe have been even
more marked among men if there had not been counteracting factors. In
this study there appears to be two major restraining factors.

First, working class men’s comparatively low achievement level
restrains them. Their limited possession of school capital is manifested
through low or no grade point average from upper secondary school,
and low or no results from the SweSAT. This is likely to cause a low
motivation for higher education, and also makes it difficult to compete
for entrance. The gender differences in achievement can originate from
the perception that men and women are different from each other
(Hirdman 2003). Jakobsson (2000) found that young men tend to per-
ceive themselves as logical and smart, while young women hold the
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ideas that they lack those characteristics and must compensate this by
hard work. The female students worked harder than the men, and
thereby achieved higher grades. The hierarchies within the group of men
also contribute to low achievement among certain men. Within the
classroom, a successful masculinity is a middle class one that values the
schoolwork, while an opposite masculinity with anti-school values rules
outside the classroom. If a young man cannot compete within the school
system he has to find another place, with other rules, where he can
successfully compete (Mac an Ghaill 1994; Trondman 1995; Haywood
and Mac an Ghaill 1996; Hill 1998; Archer et al. 2001; Archer and
Yamashita 2003).

The second major counteracting factor is the prospect of several
years with a tight private economy. It probably restrains working class
men when they consider higher education and student aid. Working
class men’s identity is closely linked to having a job and an income
(Trondman 1995; Collinson and Hearn 1996; Haywood and Mac an
Ghaill 1996; Hill 1998; Tett 2000; Archer et al. 2001; Archer and
Leathwood 2003; Archer and Yamashita 2003), which is probably not
compatible with entering higher education, when the outcomes are
uncertain. The motive for further studies is lacking for working class
men, as long as they are not forced to attend studies in higher education
in order to attain a high salary, and as long as there are alternative
career paths (Brock-Utne 1997).

According to the differences in SweSAT, the results from the logistic
regression analyses indicate that the SweSAT played an important role
in reclaiming class differentiation among men at the end of the studied
period. The SweSAT, was originally introduced in 1977 for those who
did not have any school-leaving certificate to compete with. This option
became available for all students in 1991. It could have brought about
an equalisation, but this study show that men from higher classes benefit
by the SweSAT through relying on repeated test taking. An explanation
for this is that higher classes with their cultural and social capital have
greater access to information about the test, and how repeated test
taking can be used to increase their possibilities to get better results the
next time (Cliffordson 2004b).

It is likely that the SweSAT reduces women’s participation as well.
The test rewards a quick competition, as it is given at one occasion
instead of being an assessment of achievement of two or three years at
upper secondary school. Moreover, it is a multiple-choice questionnaire,
without open questions. Both these factors are usually seen as favouring
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men (Willingham and Cole 1997), which leads to fewer women in higher
education.

There are also factors that did not show any influence; such as,
reduction of cohort size and an increasing number of study places. The
effect of grade point average from upper secondary school, GPA19, on
entrance did not decrease, which could have been expected. One likely
factor explaining this is an increasing number of mature students that
has strengthened the competition. In Sweden, among those who enter
higher education, one third is older than 25 years (Högskoleverket 2004).

Gender and class theories have here been used to explain the
behaviour among the students. The same theories can be applied to the
educational system, in an analysis of how these structures work within
the institutions, and in explaining the establishment of certain regula-
tions.

When the traditional female educational paths were included in
higher education in 1977, it obviously resulted in an increase of female
students. This change can be seen as being parallel to the expansion of
the public sector during 1960–1990. During this period the traditional
female domestic work, that until then had been unpaid, got a new
position as paid. But the women seldom competed with the men; a
parallel female dominated labour market was created. The inclusions of
the female dominated programmes within higher education resulted in a
similar gender separation. A special ‘room’ was created, which is in
accordance with a principle expressed as ‘add women, but don’t stir’
(Hirdman 2003, p. 182). Kivinen and his co-workers have in several
articles (Kivinen and Rinne 1991, 1996, 1998a, 1998b; Kivinen and
Ahola 1999; Kivinen et al. 2001) discussed the consequences of mass
education for higher education and for the students. Particularly in
periods of unemployment, the educational institutions get a function
similar to a waiting room. The students become well educated in terms
of number of years counted, but the real benefit of all these years can be
doubted. Kivinen et al. do not make a gender analysis, but it does seem
to be particularly applicable to the female working class students. The
critique of Kivinen et al. can also be applied to women’s situation: when
women cannot be lured back to the homes, they can be kept in this
waiting room. Kivinen et al. also comment that there does not seem to
be any reason for those already established on the labour market or in
the educational hierarchy to question the situation. An additional
example of the consequences of the gender and class order is when the
SweSAT became accessible for everyone. Men from higher classes since
then derive the greatest advantage of the SweSAT. Via this entrance
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possibility they get access to future studies, a means for them to
maintain their status in society. As men from higher classes make the
group that have the greatest influence within institutions, and students
from their own category benefit most from the test, there will be no
incentives for change of this second entrance alternative.

In future research the interaction between gender, class and age; as
well as, gender, class and choice of educational track, and gender, class
and part time studies needs to be analysed.

This is interesting since previous studies show that it is more likely
that mature women return to university college compared to a mature
men (Jacobs 1999; Balke 2002; Tegner 2002). In addition, students from
home backgrounds where parents only have compulsory school edu-
cation, are reported to enter higher education several years later than
students from families with well educated parents (Balke 2002). These
results indicate that there could be a class and gender bias due to the age
limits used in this study.

The interaction with choice of educational track has been left out of
consideration in this study, even though large gender and class differ-
ences may be expected in this aspect. Researchers agree that students
from working class, and predominately women, choose shorter pro-
grammes with more explicit vocational focus (Erikson and Jonsson
1993, 1996; Kivinen and Ahola 1999; Gustafsson et al. 2000; Kivinen
et al. 2001; Tegner 2002). Besides, it is more likely that females and
mature students study part time. Prestigious programs are generally
fulltime studies, which means that those who for any reason prefer part
time studies are excluded from that possibility (Jacobs 1999). Future
research has to examine these aspects.

Conclusions

The aim of this study is to analyse if there is a change in the composition
of groups of students due to class and gender in periods of recession.
Young students from working class of both genders increase their share
in higher education in periods of recession when employments are
scarce. During the period studied here, men from working class returned
to labour market at the end of the decade, while women from similar
background continued to increase their involvement in higher educa-
tion. Thus, for men an economic recession has a class equalising effect.
However, with the present data the hypothesis could not be tested for
women. The municipal sector never reverted to the status as women’s
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principal employer, so there is no clear answer. It is conceivable that
women encounter different demands on the labour market, and that
women’s higher educational achievement is an adaptation to these
demands. Students from higher classes, and especially men, benefit from
the alternative selection instrument, the SweSAT, that offers them
a second chance to enter higher education. The test contributes to
maintaining the current class and gender order.
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SFS. (1977).‘Högskoleförordningen (1977:263) [the Higher Education Ordinance

1977:263]’. Ministry of Education and Science. Retrieved, from the World Wide
Web: http://www.notisum.se/rnp/sls/fakta/a9770263.htm

Skeggs, B. (1997). Formations of Class and Gender. Becoming Respectable. London;
Thousand Oaks [CA]: Sage.

Skolverket. (2003, 2003-02-19).‘Assessment and grades’. The National Agency for

Education. Retrieved, from the World Wide Web: http://www.skolverket.se/english/
system/assessment.shtml

Svensson, A. (1998). Hur lyckas eleverna i den nya gymnasieskolan? [How Do Students

Succeed in the New Upper Secondary School?]. Göteborg, Sweden: Institutionen för
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of the Future?]’, in Lövgren, K. (ed.), Om unga män. Lund, Sweden: Studentlitter-
atur, pp. 167–192.

LABOUR MARKET INFLUENCE ON HIGHER EDUCATION 147



Trow, M. (1974). ‘Problems in the transition from elite to mass higher education’,
Policies for Higher Education (pp. 51–101). Paris: OECD.

Utbildningsdepartementet. (2001). Reforms in Higher Education – A More Open System.
Summary of Government Bill 2001/02:15. Stockholm: Ministry of Education and
Science.

Willingham, W.W. and Cole, N.S. (1997). Gender and Fair Assessment. Mahwah, N.J:
L. Erlbaum Associates.

CAROLINE BERGGREN148



II





 

 

BROADENING RECRUITMENT TO HIGHER EDUCATION 

THROUGH THE ADMISSION SYSTEM – 

GENDER AND CLASS PERSPECTIVES 
 

Abstract 
Alternative entrance possibilities into higher education have been 
established in Sweden in order to facilitate the entrance of 
underrepresented groups of students. The question is whether or not 
the additional entrance possibilities have served their purpose and if 
so, to what extent. This is a longitudinal study using register data on 
one whole cohort, with the aim to follow these individuals’ 
educational careers up to university matriculation. The analyses 
simultaneously consider effects of gender and class. Results show that 
upper middle class men are most successful in utilising every one of 
the additional entrance possibilities. The additional entrance 
possibilities have increased class bias in higher education even more, 
and particularly the SweSAT is an important contributor to this bias. 
 
 
Key words: higher education, gender, class, time-dependent Cox 
regression, additional paths, alternative entry routes, non-standard 
educational trajectories 
 

Introduction 
In Sweden, as in other countries, students from the middle and upper 
middle classes form the majority of the student population in higher 
education. Like in most countries, admission to higher education is 
restricted. Students have to compete for a place of study. For a long 
time, grade point average from upper secondary education was used 
for rank-ordering applicants to higher education programs. With the 
main purpose of increasing the diversity of the student population, 
additional entrance possibilities have been established, such as an 
alternative selection instrument, the Swedish Scholastic Assessment 
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Test (SweSAT), or quota groups directed towards mature students 
with no or an insufficient upper secondary school leaving certificate.  
 
The main purpose of the current study is to investigate if such 
alternative entrance paths to higher education have been successful in 
equalising entrance to higher education with respect to gender and 
class. Some previous studies indicate that changes in the admission 
system have not been successful in reaching such goals (Ayalon & 
Shavit, 2004; Erikson & Jonsson, 1993; Lee & Frank, 1990). 
Nevertheless, this study tries to make a comprehensive analysis by 
including a whole birth cohort, which is followed up to the age of 30, 
in order to find out if some or any alternative entrance possibility may 
have an equalising effect.  
 

Previous research  
Selection to higher education is a frequently recurring theme in 
sociology of education. Usually, selection due to class is focussed, 
while gender is rarely discussed, at least in large-scale studies. 
(Although there are exceptions such as Andres, 1998; Egerton & 
Halsey, 1993; Gayle, Berridges, & Davies, 2002; Hodges Persell, 
Catsambis, & Cookson Jr., 1992; and Jacobs, 1999).  
 
In a Swedish study, Erikson and Jonsson (1993) investigated effects of 
the admissions system on the composition of the student population. 
They relied, among other things, on register data from Statistics 
Sweden and came to the conclusion that students from privileged 
families are most successful in making use of alternative paths to 
higher education. They found, for example, that young men from 
upper middle class supplement their school-leaving certificate from a 
vocational upper secondary school program at municipal adult 
education.  However, this research focussed on the period up to the 
beginning of 1990s, and since then there have been further changes in 
the admission procedures.  
 
Similar results have been obtained in the US, where Lee and Frank 
(1990) showed that the path via community college to four-year 
colleges facilitates entrance for men, for students from higher social 
classes, and for whites. In Israel the government implemented an 
alternative to the university-qualifying diploma, a plain diploma, in 
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order to increase equality, which was shown to be the case. However, 
at the same time the university-qualifying diploma got an increased 
importance, which caused the selection within higher education to 
increase, and status quo to be kept (Ayalon & Shavit, 2004). It is 
worth noticing, though, that this study focused on eligibility and not 
on matriculation.  The latter also involves applying to and being 
accepted by the higher education institution and each of these steps 
adds further differences to the composition of the groups of students.   
 
A Swedish study showed that students with a non-academic family 
background are about five years older when entering a higher 
education program than students with academic background (Balke, 
2002). The same study also showed that women form the majority in 
the student population, and this female quantitative dominance is even 
more pronounced among the mature students. The same situation can 
be seen in UK, where a larger proportion of mature students (older 
than 30 years) came from intermediate and working class and a 
greater part were women (Egerton & Halsey, 1993). 
 
A Swedish longitudinal study (Kim, 1998), that unfortunately did not 
consider class, showed gender differences in attitudes towards not 
being accepted into higher education. Among those who applied to 
higher education at a certain occasion, only 40 percent were 
matriculated. However, within a period of 15 years the share of 
matriculated applicants had risen to 90 percent. Most of those who did 
not matriculate at the first time repeated their application and adjusted 
their qualifications to the demands. Women who were rejected tended 
to adjust their applications to programmes with lower requirements, 
while men perceived they had other alternatives to academic studies. 
Those who aimed at higher education got a place sooner or later.  
 
In conclusion these studies indicate that attempts to equalize access to 
higher education through offering alternative entrance routes have not 
been successful, because those who are most motivated to gain access 
find ways to exploit also the alternative paths to their own advantage. 
 

Paths to higher education in Sweden    
The Swedish higher education include, beside the traditional academic 
disciplines, colleges of advanced technology / polytechnic educations 
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(e.g. engineers), and nurse and teacher training colleges. As has 
already been mentioned, admission to higher education is restricted 
and often there are more applicants than places of study. In addition to 
the eligibility, the students have to compete either by grade point 
average from upper secondary school (or equivalents), GPA, or results 
from the Swedish Scholastic Assessment Test, SweSAT. Below the 
major paths to higher education that existed for those who were born 
in 1974, which is the cohort investigated in the empirical study.  
 
The upper secondary school, and particularly the “theoretical” three-
year programmes provided eligibility for higher education, while the 
two-year vocational programs generally did not, without adding 
courses. The two-year programmes attracted pupils from working 
class, the majority boys, while the longer programmes attracted 
students from middle class and a majority of girls (Erikson & Jonsson, 
1993; SCB, 1995). The major reason for the gender difference was the 
Higher Education Ordinance of 1977 (SFS, 1977), that among other 
things entailed an incorporation of the trainings viewed as female, 
such as nurse and teacher into higher education (HSV, 2004). In 
contrast, young men could get a traditional male training within upper 
secondary school and for instance become building worker, 
electrician, or a car mechanic. 
 
The SweSAT was introduced in 1977 for those who did not have a 
school-leaving certificate from upper secondary school, but had 
reached the age of 25 and had work experience. However, since 1991 
everyone can take the test, and there is no restriction on how many 
times the test can be taken. In admissions recent research shows that 
the SweSAT favours men from upper middle class (Cliffordson & 
Askling, in press). One reason for this is that those men who take the 
test score higher than the women. Moreover, students from higher 
classes tend to take the test more times and they usually improve their 
results. As only the best result is counted, this is done without any risk 
taking (Cliffordson, 2004; Gustafsson et al., 2000; HSV, 1996; 
Reuterberg, 1997).  
 
Work experience is yet another factor that can increase chances of 
getting access to higher education. Work experience of five years 
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increases the SweSAT merit points by 0.5 on a scale that ranges from 
0.0-2.0 (UFB, 1992). 
 
Another alternative route to higher education is via studies at 
municipal adult education. Those who have turned 20 can for example 
pursue studies equivalent to upper secondary school, and obtain 
eligibility. Originally, this option also had the purpose of giving those 
with incomplete or insufficient grades a second chance, like the 
SweSAT.  
 
This study will analyse how the alternative paths to higher education 
influence the odds of matriculation for men and women in different 
classes.  
The effect of the alternative paths might be different depending on 
age; therefore time of matriculation will be of particular interest. 
 

Method 
The empirical basis of the study is a database formed primarily from 
register data from Statistics Sweden. The registers are linked together 
at the individual level. All persons who were born in 1974, and who 
lived in Sweden at the age of 16 are included. These person’s actions 
in relation to the educational system can be studied for more than a 
decade; that is, from the beginning of the 1990s until the early 2004.   
 

Time for matriculation 
The dependent variable is the year when the student has entered 
higher education for the first time (i. e. being matriculated).  It is 
possible to enter higher education both autumn and spring terms, but 
the spring offering of programs and courses is substantially smaller. 
Autumn and spring matriculations were merged into matriculations 
during the academic year in order to remove the seasonal variation.  
Whether or not the student has continued the course or program or has 
changed his or her mind soon after matriculation is left out of 
consideration. In the analysis, the “event variable” is dichotomous: 
has the student been matriculated in higher education or not.  
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Class and Gender  
The class variable is based on a Swedish socio-economic status index, 
SES, which closely corresponds to the EGP class scheme (Breen, 
2004; Erikson & Goldthorpe, 1992; Erikson & Jonsson, 1993). A 
categorisation into three classes is used, based on the occupational 
status of the parents of the students. The occupational status is defined 
according to: 1) income from employment or self-employment, 2) the 
expected education corresponding to the held position, 3) trade union 
association, 4a) for working class, whether the position involves 
production of goods or services, 4b) for higher classes, whether it is a 
management function or not. The information is obtained from the 
census of 1990; additional information is also collected from the 1985 
census. Upper middle class, SES 1 includes higher-grade 
professionals, administrators, officials, and self-employed with 
academic degree. Intermediate, SES 2, consists of middle and lower 
middle class, self-employed without academic degree and farmers. 
Working class, SES 3 is lower-grade technicians, skilled and unskilled 
workers. The group of indeterminable, SES 0, is a heterogeneous 
group, to a large proportion composed by immigrants.  
 
Table 1. SES/class and gender distribution 
 Men Women 
 SES 1 SES 2 SES 3 SES 0 SES 1 SES 2 SES 3 SES 0 
% 20.7 48.0 28.9 2.5 20.9 48.4 28.4 2.3 
N 11 956 27 777 16 705 1 432 11 534 26 657 15 630 1 257 

 
The entire cohort born in 1974 consists of 112 948 individuals, of 
which 51% are men (N=57 870), and 49% women (N=55 078). The 
small group of indeterminable, SES 0, will be included in all analyses, 
but results will not be displayed in tables or figures in order to 
simplify the presentation. 
 

Choice of educational track in upper secondary school 
In the early 1990s there were two types of tracks in upper secondary 
school: the vocational two-year programmes, and three-year 
programmes preparatory for further studies. Three alternatives are 
considered in the analyses: has not taken part in any upper secondary 
school studies; has studied a two-year programme; or has studied a 
three-year programme.  
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Grade point average from upper secondary school 
The curriculum for this cohort prescribed a norm-referenced grading 
system that consisted of marks from 1 to 5, where 5 was the highest. A 
GPA is available for 94 096 individuals, that is those who have 
completed upper secondary school, which means that the share of 
missing is almost 17% in this variable.   
 

The Swedish Scholastic Assessment Test, numbers of tests 
taken 
This test is administrated twice a year, during spring and autumn. On a 
yearly basis, the number of tests taken can be either 0, 1 or 2. The test 
may be taken as many times as wished; therefore, the frequencies for 
each year have been added together into a cumulative variable in order 
to reflect the recurrent efforts to gain access. 43% (N=48 462) of the 
individuals have taken the test, and usually they take it once (N=18 
924). 
 

The Swedish Scholastic Assessment Test, the best result 
As mentioned before, the test can be taken several times, it is valid for 
five years, and only the best result is counted. The range of the result 
is from 0.0-2.0. There is missing data for almost 57% of the cohort in 
this variable; therefore, it is only useful in the descriptive statistics.  
 

Municipal adult education 
Municipal adult education offers studies on different levels. It is not 
possible to distinguish the different levels in the database; however, 
almost 98% of those enrolled in municipal adult education have 
studied on a level equivalent to upper secondary school. The variable 
is constructed in the same way as the variable “number of SweSATs 
taken”. It has three values: not taking part in any municipal adult 
education, studying one term, or two terms each academic year. The 
information from each academic year is added into a cumulative 
variable. 56% (N=63 035) have never studied in municipal adult 
education. Among those who have been enrolled, two terms is the 
most common duration (N=13 653). 
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Work experience 
Work experience of five years can improve qualifications, in such a 
way that 0.5 points is added to the SweSAT score. The variable is 
dichotomous: either the student has work experience or not. 1 747 
students have taken advantage of this, most of them in the age group, 
27-28 years. It is reasonable that the effect is seen in the older age 
group. 
 

Analytical techniques 
Descriptive statistics will first be presented for each variable; 
thereafter, Cox regression with time dependent covariates is used to 
analyse the influence of several variables or covariates that vary over 
time. Cox regression is a tool within survival analysis that can handle 
several independent variables in the same model, in the same way as 
ordinary logistic regression analysis does. (For a comparison between 
logistic and Cox regression, see Parmar and Machin, 1995: 12-13). In 
these analyses time interacts with most of the independent variables. 
In other words, the effect of those variables that explain the time of 
entry is different during different time periods (all the independent 
variables except SES, gender, educational track in upper secondary 
school, and GPA vary over time). This means that a special version of 
Cox regression must be adopted, the so-called time dependent Cox 
regression (Parmar & Machin, 1995).  
The categorical variables are treated in three different ways. First, SES 
is coded as dummy variables; SES 3 is always the reference group, or 
the baseline (Pedhazur & Schmelkin, 1991). Second, gender is treated 
through conducting different analyses for men and women. These 
analyses are displayed in the same figures, but should be interpreted 
carefully keeping in mind that direct comparison between men and 
women are not possible. Men from SES 1 and men from SES 2 can 
only be compared with men from SES 3, and the same comparisons 
are applicable within the group of women. The advantage gained by 
dividing the classes by gender is that gender differences within only 
one of the classes become visible. Finally, the categorical variables 
like yearly information on numbers of SweSAT taken, or numbers of 
terms enrolled at municipal adult education, have been added together 
into cumulative variables and are treated as if they were continuous.  
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The coefficients (odds ratios) that are the result of the analyses 
describe a difference between two groups. For example, in the 
academic year 1994/95, 2 396 of 8 429 women from SES 1 compared 
to 798 out of 14 196 women from SES 3 were matriculated. To obtain 
the odds ratio, the SES 1 proportion is divided by the SES 3 
proportion: 0.284/0.056=5.07. This means that the odds are five times 
higher that a woman from SES 1 becomes matriculated compared to a 
woman from SES 3. The same numbers can also be interpreted as 
saying that among women from SES 1 the likelihood to become 
matriculated is 407% higher than among women from SES 3. 
 
The figures present the difference between SES 1 and SES 3, and 
between SES 2 and SES 3. These estimates represent the total effect 
of class on matriculation. 
 
The other independent variables or covariates are not shown in the 
figures. However, when independent variables are added to the Cox 
regression the estimates associated with SES change, to the extent that 
the independent variables explain the relation between SES and 
matriculation. To determine the effect of an independent variable, the 
odds of the total effect thus are compared with the odds when a factor 
is under control. For example, for men in the academic year of 
1998/99, the total effect of SES 1 in relation to SES 3 is 2.62. When 
work experience is held under control, the odds in favour of men in 
SES 1 decrease to 2.43. The odds have reduced to 93% of the total 
effect, or a reduction of 7% (Aneshensel, 2002).  
 
The odds are calculated for the entire population, in order to 
demonstrate the total selection effect into higher education, and not 
only the more restricted selection that takes place from the preceding 
educational level; that is, from upper secondary school to higher 
education. Through the matriculation the population becomes more 
and more negatively selected after each year. 
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Figure 1. Women entering higher education. Proportion in each SES/class. 

The two following figures, one for men and one for women, show the 
probability of entering higher education, or to be matriculated. Most 
of the students entered at the age of 19-20, that is, they transferred 
directly to higher education from a completed course programme 
preparatory for further studies (N=13 966 were matriculated 1993/94). 
 

Results 
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Figure 2. Men entering higher education. Proportion in each SES/class. 

The absolute numbers of students matriculating during the whole 
period studied, the academic years 1990-2004, can be seen in Table 2. 
During this period 44% (N=49 065) of the cohort was matriculated, 
and of these a majority were women (55%). The gender imbalance 
was most pronounced among the youngest beginners, at the age of 19 
and below, of which 74% were women. Most likely this is the effect 
of the female dominated programs that were accessible via some of 
the two years upper secondary school programmes. The intermediate 
class was the largest and the most well represented in higher education 
in all age groups. 
 
Students from upper middle class matriculate early, while students 
from working class matriculate later. These results correspond well 
with British conditions were almost 90% of the students from higher 
classes are estimated to have entered at the age of 20 (Gilchrist et al., 
2003). The number of presumptive students in upper middle class thus 
gradually decreased during the years and not many were left to aspire 
for future studies towards the end of the time period. According to 
Ayalon and Shavit (2004) and Kim (1998) the higher classes must 
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reach a certain level of saturation before new groups of students can 
gain access. This level seems to be very high. 
 
Mature students are often described as women with non-academic 
traditions or with working class background (Balke, 2002; Egerton & 
Halsey, 1993; Reay, 2002). This might lead to the mistaken 
expectation that the majority of mature students are working class; 
however, upper middle class students also enter higher education at 
mature age, as do, of course, the students from the intermediate class, 
since they form the largest group. 
 
In order to find out the reasons for the group differences, different 
independent variables were entered into a time-dependent Cox 
regression analysis. The total effect of class is displayed in Figure 3 
for men and women separately.  
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Figure 3. Entering higher education. Total effects of SES/class by gender. 
Odds in relation to men and women SES 3 respectively. 
 
The class differences were larger among men than among women. 
The differences could be most clearly seen in the early years, before 
25. In the years 20-22, the odds were about 6.5 times higher for men 
from upper middle class compared to men from working class. There 
were comparatively few men from working class who entered higher 
education at young age. After age 25, the group differences declined 
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to about two times. The curve seems to be somewhat shaky at the end 
of the period, especially for men. A possible explanation is the 
decreasing numbers available for computation in the last age groups. 
Small changes in numbers turn into large changes in odds. At the age 
of 30, 65% of the young men from upper middle class had entered 
higher education, and 72% of the young women. As mentioned 
previously, students from upper middle class who intended to enter 
higher education had already fulfilled those plans.  
 
Before entering higher education, the student must possess adequate 
qualifications. In these analyses, it is not further examined in which of 
the quota groups, the student finally was admitted (on the basis of 
GPA or SweSAT, with or without work experience).  
 
Table 3. Percentages and numbers of the cohort completing upper secondary 
school. 
Year 
completing 

1991 1992 1993 1994 1995- not 
completed 

%  27 47 8 1 17 
N 94 30 760 53 043 8 677 1 589 18 785 
 
At a normal rate of study in compulsory and upper secondary school, 
a two-year upper secondary school programme was by the 1974 birth 
cohort completed in 1992, and a three-year programme was completed 
in 1993. As can be seen from Table 3, approximately 50% of the 
cohort graduated from three-year programmes in upper secondary 
school. The 17% who had not completed upper secondary school were 
unequally distributed over the groups. Table 4 below shows the group 
differences in participation in upper secondary school, and in choice 
of educational track. 
 
Table 4. Percentages in upper secondary school, percentages in programs 
preparatory for further education, and the mean GPA, by SES/class and gender.  
 Men Women 
 SES 1 SES 2 SES 3 SES 1 SES 2 SES 3 
% in up sec sch 91 86 76 90 86 76 
% prep further educ 73 50 32 77 61 42 
Mean GPA 3.40 3.15 2.98 3.58 3.33 3.15 

 
Almost 25% of the working class students left upper secondary school 
without completing it, or entered labour market directly after the 
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compulsory nine years of comprehensive school. Students from 
working class also were less likely, compared to the other groups, to 
choose programmes preparatory for further studies. The mean 
differences in GPA imply that students from upper middle class, and 
especially the women, had an advantage in the competition for a place 
of study in higher education.  
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Figure 4. Direct effects of SES/class by gender, and controlling for educational 
track up sec school. Odds in relation to men and women SES 3 respectively. 
 

Figure 4 shows the direct effects of class when controlling for 
educational track in upper secondary school. The class differences can 
to a large extent be explained by the fact that students from higher 
classes had chosen programmes that were preparatory for further 
studies. The reduction in odds was most noticeable at early ages, but 
the factor exerted influence during the whole period. The effect was 
strongest for men, at an early age. The odds in favour of men from 
upper middle class decreased by more than 40% compared to the total 
effect. Among women the reduction was at most 30%. 
 
Academic achievement, measured as GPA from upper secondary 
school, showed similar effects. When the population was restricted to 
include upper secondary school students only, the decrease in odds 
among men in upper middle class was at most 36% in the age group 
19-20 years. After that the effect from GPA declined quickly. The 

15 



Caroline Berggren 

corresponding decrease among women in upper middle class was 
38%. The effect of GPA declined somewhat more rapidly among men 
than among women.  
 
To sum up, early educational choices drive in a certain direction that 
seems to be difficult to deviate from. Those who have a degree from a 
vocational track and want to change trajectory are demanded a greater 
effort, since it probably involves supplementary studies. The role of 
GPA loses its significance over time; those who have a high GPA 
matriculate early, and they can successfully compete for a place in 
higher education programmes.  
 
The other selection instrument is the SweSAT. The frequency of test 
use was high for upper middle class and low for working class, and it 
was particularly low for men in working class. The largest selection 
was in the decision whether or not to take the test. However, there also 
were differences in numbers of test taken, and the test results showed 
that upper middle class students, and particularly the men, had great 
advantage of the test score increase associated with repeated test 
taking.   
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Figure 5. Direct effects of SES/class by gender, and controlling for numbers of 
SweSAT. Odds in relation to men and women SES 3 respectively. 
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The number of SweSATs taken was the only variable that was held 
under control in the analysis (see Figure 5), so the model computed 
what SES effect would have been observed if all individuals had taken 
the test an equal number of times. The reduction in odds is 
independent of the results on the test.  
 
The decreased class differences were even more evident when 
SweSAT was held under control than when educational track was 
controlled for. This variable accounted for 56% of the total odds ratio 
between men from upper middle class and working class in ages 20-
22. The corresponding reduction in odds among women from upper 
middle class was about 40%. The SweSAT kept its relevance until the 
last age group, where the reduction in odds was 32% for men from 
upper middle class. The effect on the comparison between students 
belonging to the intermediate class compared to the working class was 
smaller. Nevertheless, the reduction was certainly not negligible. The 
reduction in odds for men and women from the intermediate class was 
about 10-25%; the highest reduction was among men in the young age 
groups. 
 
To sum up, the decision whether or not to take the test, depended very 
much on class. Men from upper middle class benefited most from this 
test, followed by women from the same class. The upper middle class 
youth seem to have high expectations to obtain an academic degree. 
Also those within this group, who were not academically successful in 
upper secondary school, are able to gain entrance by taking the test. 
The class differentiation caused by the SweSAT was observed during 
the whole period. 
 
Municipal adult education can also improve the possibilities of being 
accepted and matriculated in higher education. Here students can 
supplement their upper secondary school education, particularly to 
gain eligibility for a broader range of higher education programmes. 
 
Table 6. Percentages participating in municipal adult education, and mean years 
studied, by SES/class and gender 
 Men Women 
 SES 1 SES 2 SES 3 SES 1 SES 2 SES 3 
% 34 37 36 44 53 57 
Mean years 2.7 2.8  2.9 3.0 3.2 3.5 
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As can be seen in Table 6, the largest difference in the frequency of 
use of municipal adult education was observed between women and 
men. A larger share of women participated in municipal adult 
education, particularly working class women. The women also tended 
to stay on longer. When a Cox regression was performed with the 
number of semesters in municipal adult education as a covariate it 
was, somewhat surprisingly, among men from upper middle class that 
the odds were reduced most. The reduction in odds was slightly more 
than 10% after age 22. For upper middle class women there was a 
slight reduction in odds of about 5% at age 22-24. In the last age 
group, municipal adult education was not associated with any increase 
in entrance rate; the effect rather seemed to be negative. To interpret 
the results it must be taken into consideration that the variable 
represents all levels of education; adult comprehensive education, 
upper secondary adult education and supplementary education (SFS, 
2004). Furthermore both theoretical and vocationally oriented courses 
are offered. However, the registers do not distinguish between the 
different types of courses, so it is not possible to find out with 
certainty what the students have studied.  It can only be assumed that 
students from different classes take part in studies with different aims. 
It seems as if men from upper middle class were most successful in 
using municipal adult education with the view of increasing their 
entrance prospects. Working class students probably got a vocational 
training, maybe in order to accommodate to a changing labour market. 
The influence from municipal adult education is not displayed in a 
figure, since the differences compared to Figure 3 were very small and 
difficult to discern visually.  
 
Yet another possibility to increase competitiveness is by taking 
advantage of work experience. A period of five years of work 
experience qualifies for an increase of the SweSAT score by 0.5 
points on the 0.0-2.0 scale. 
 
Table 7. Percentages and numbers referring to work experience, by SES/class and 
gender. 
 Men Women 
 SES 1 SES 2 SES 3 SES 1 SES 2 SES 3
% 2.0 1.9 1.5 2.4 3.2 2.7 
N 236 538 254 279 852 418 
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As expected, an effect of work experience on matriculation did not 
emerge before the age group 23-24, and the highest reduction in odds, 
almost 20%, was seen among men in upper middle class in the age 
group 25-26. Among women in upper middle class the reduction was 
about 10% during the last five years. Comparing the odds between the 
intermediate and working class students, there was a small reduction 
of 5% among men, and the corresponding reduction among women 
was about 7%. Obviously, the working class students were not 
favoured by this option either. Probably, the explanation is that 
additional merit points obtained from work experience can only be 
used in connection with the SweSAT. However, working class 
students tend not to take the test, so they cannot take advantage of the 
additional merit points to the same extent as the upper middle class 
students do.  
 
To sum up, the paths that were meant to make it easier for 
underrepresented groups of students to enter higher education seem 
not to have served their purpose. The two options, improving marks 
via adult education or improving competitiveness via work 
experience, or both, has been successfully utilised by men from upper 
middle class. It is also interesting to note that the reduction in odds 
coincides quite well with the time point when the option could be 
taken advantage of by the students.  
 

Conclusions and Discussion 
The main result of the empirical study is that every single one of the 
alternative entrance routes facilitates the entrance into higher 
education for the upper middle class youth and particularly so for the 
men. These findings are in agreement with previous studies, where the 
alternative paths are also seen as most beneficial for the already 
privileged (Erikson & Jonsson, 1993; Lee & Frank, 1990). In addition 
to earlier findings, this study has made distinctions between men and 
women in different social classes, showing that there are interactions 
between gender and class.  
 
Moreover, special attention has been paid to the time of entrance, 
since the idea of the “second chance” suggests a delayed entrance. The 
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study further analyses when this second chance is used and by which 
group of students. There is, on the one hand, a general understanding 
that those students who were not successful in school at an early age 
must be given a second chance, and that those who want to change 
occupational trajectory at a mature age should be given that 
opportunity. On the other hand, it is known that resourceful students 
are those who can make best use of the alternative paths. Below, these 
paths will be discussed, and related to previous results from both 
large- and small-scale studies. 
   
The SweSAT appears to make the greatest contribution to sustain the 
imbalance between classes within the student population, primarily 
because of the repeated test taking. It is known that those who take the 
SweSAT more than once are likely to increase their scores each time 
they accomplish the test (Cliffordson, 2004). However, this 
knowledge does not seem to be equally spread among the students. It 
is the upper middle class students that make the most of this 
opportunity. Within this class it is the men that are most successful. 
There are several explanations for this. One is that the groups of men 
and women who take the test are not comparable (Mäkitalo, 1994). 
The high achieving female students can enter higher education 
directly, and low achieving men do not want to enter (Archer & 
Yamashita, 2003; Mac an Ghaill, 1994; Trondman, 1995); therefore, 
there is no need for these groups to take the test. In addition, this type 
of test tends to favour men (Reuterberg, 1997; Willingham & Cole, 
1997).  
 
In one way the SweSAT lives up to the expectations; the test really 
improves the chances for the mature students, since there is a 
considerable effect during the whole period studied. Students from 
older cohorts take advantage of the test, and can successfully compete 
with students from the following cohorts. However, the fact remains 
that the use of this path is not equally distributed over the student 
categories. 
 
Besides the SweSAT, municipal adult education is used as an 
alternative entrance route. The use of municipal adult education to a 
large extent corresponds to the use of the community college in the 
US (Lee & Frank, 1990). A majority of the students at municipal adult 
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education are women and they come from intermediate or working 
class, and yet, those who make use of this alternative are mostly men 
from upper middle class followed by their female counterparts. Lee 
and Frank (1990) argue that it is those who had a favourable starting 
position before community college, that also manage to transfer to 
four-year college. In this study, completion of a theoretical program in 
upper secondary school can be considered as the favourable starting 
position. A large share of students from upper middle class has this 
educational background, together with about 55% of the students from 
the intermediate group. This background makes it relatively easy to 
supplement a few subjects in order to become eligible for entry. In 
other words, a larger reduction in odds among students from 
intermediate class and particularly women could be expected. An 
explanation for the absence of this effect might be found in the 
structure of the educational system, which influences men and women 
from the same class differently. When higher education expanded, the 
government primarily increased study places within technology and 
natural sciences. At the same time as the number of study places 
increased, the competition for these places decreased. Today, there are 
fields within engineering with no competition at all (SCB, 2003; 
Svensson, 2004). Technology and natural sciences have for a long 
period of time attracted men from upper middle class. Thus, there 
might not be any great need for higher grades within this student 
category, but rather a need to complement the school-leaving 
certificate with one or a few subjects. One reason why students from 
higher classes are successful in using alternative paths is that they 
have access to essential information about the educational system and 
can make astute choices (Archer et al., 2003; Bourdieu, 1997; Kivinen 
et al., 2001; Kivinen & Rinne, 1996). They can for example, 
strategically choose a short and “easier” program in upper secondary 
school with the aim to get good results. Afterwards, they supplement 
the missing subjects at municipal adult education (Erikson & Jonsson, 
1993).  
 
The nonexistent or small effect of municipal adult education for 
women may be due to the fact that women, particularly from upper 
middle class, have higher grades and can enter directly. Among 
women from intermediate and working class, not so many intend to 
enter higher education, for different reasons (Archer, 2000). The 
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studies at municipal adult education might aim at a specialised 
vocational training, as is possible to do in community college too.  
 
Work experience is an additional qualification that could improve the 
entrance chances for those persons who have begun the vocational 
trajectory. However, since work experience only can be counted if the 
person has taken the SweSAT, and the test itself favours upper middle 
class men, the equalising effect that could have been obtained from 
work experience does not occur. 
 
The results show that in all classes, women are more likely to enter 
compared to men. One explanation is the organisation of the 
educational system that includes occupational trainings which recruit a 
majority of women in higher education. Women become more or less 
forced to continue studying in order to get an employment with decent 
working conditions and a safe income, despite the poor repayment of 
academic studies for most women (Ljunglöf, 2004; SCB, 2004). 
Another explanation is the decrease of female employment within the 
municipal sector (e.g. health and care) that is likely to have increased 
the demand for studies at higher education among women (Berggren, 
in press).  The labour market offers alternatives for men (Brock-Utne, 
1997). There are still jobs for working class men, which is likely to 
reduce their motives for most kinds of further studies. For men from 
upper middle class, the delayed entrance might not only be caused by 
extended studies in order to gain more credentials, it can also be due 
to a relatively positive labour market were they can work until they 
feel motivated for continued studies. The gender divided conditions 
within the educational system and the labour market makes it 
necessary to do gender divided analyses.  
 
Students from different classes have different access to resources or 
forms of capital. This structure intersects with gender and age. The 
effects from municipal adult education and work experience are both 
much smaller compared to the effect of the SweSAT. An explanation 
is that those students from upper middle class who are inclined to 
enter have already done so. There is unequal access to knowledge 
about the positive effects of the repeated test taking, and the smart 
choices in upper secondary school. Furthermore, if the parents cannot 
pass on this kind of information, the school and the teachers cannot be 
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relied upon to compensate for this. Hutchings (2003) argued that those 
groups of students who are not perceived as potential higher education 
students do not get as much information as others from the school 
staff.  
 
Resources in the form of wealth have not been discussed but are 
nevertheless important. Since no pure income variable was available, 
the class origin has to be a proxy, with the assumption that students 
from higher classes can be backed up by their parents economically 
and thereby make prolonged studies feasible (Archer, 2000; Bourdieu, 
1997). There are no tuition fees in Sweden; however, being dependent 
on student loan for quite a long time is likely to restrain potential 
applicants from lower classes (Archer et al.; 2001, Reay, 2003). 
 
The attempts to increase diversity and equalisation of the student 
population via amendments of the admittance system have not reached 
the stated goals and partly they have been counterproductive. Erikson 
and Jonsson (2002) suggest actions in preschool and compulsory 
school, in order to facilitate cognitive, social and emotional 
development for all children. On the other hand, they do not believe 
that the government is willing to invest the necessary resources.  
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HORIZONTAL AND VERTICAL DIFFERENTIATION WITHIN  

HIGHER EDUCATION  – GENDER AND CLASS PERSPECTIVES. 

 

Abstract 
Swedish women have made inroads into all kinds of higher education 
programmes, and this also applies to the prestigious and previously male 
dominated programmes. The matriculation into higher education of one 
full birth cohort is studied during the period 1990-2004. The effects of the 
factors gender, class, grades and the Swedish scholastic assessment test are 
analyzed.  
 

Introduction 
Class differentiation in higher education has been a frequently studied 
topic within sociology of education for a long period of time. The question 
is: does the social selection with reference to entrance decrease, increase, 
or does it remain the same, possibly assuming other forms? However, it is 
difficult to draw any certain conclusions from the available studies and to 
answer the question by a clear “yes” or “no”. The main reason for this is 
that higher education has undergone major changes associated with its 
large expansion within the industrial countries (e.g. Halsey, 1993). For 
example, the distinction that was previously associated with university 
studies now has changed into a distinction of study programmes within the 
large “umbrella” of higher education. Studies from Sweden as well as from 
several other countries show that the already privileged groups of students 
was more likely to choose long and prestigious programmes, such as Law 
and Medicine, and to study at universities with old traditions (Andres 
Bellamy & Guppy, 1991; Ayalon & Yogev, 2005; Davies & Guppy, 1997; 
Gustafsson, Andersson, & Hansen, 2000; Kivinen & Ahola, 1999; 
Kivinen, Ahola, & Hedman, 2001; Kivinen & Rinne, 1991).  
 
“Privileged” is usually associated with being raised in a well-educated 
family, which is likely to have a degree of affluence as well, but it does 
also point at the male gender. Despite women having increased their 
participation in higher education in all types of sectors, men are still 
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somewhat more likely to be found within the most prestigious fields 
(Andres Bellamy & Guppy, 1991; Arnot, David, & Weiner, 1999; 
Gustafsson et al., 2000; Jacobs, 1995; Persell Hodges, Catsambis, & 
Cookson Jr., 1992; SOU, 2004), and particularly within natural sciences 
and technology (Ayalon, 2003; Davies & Guppy, 1997; Jacobs, 1999).  
In large scale studies, the focus is usually either on class or on gender 
differentiation, which means that a general conclusion is made either about 
class differences or about gender differences. However, the conclusions 
and interpretations might not be valid when the large, aggregated groups 
are divided along both these lines of categorization. This paper deals with 
both the gender and the class structures and how they intersect. The 
question is whether or not there are gender differences within the classes 
concerning participation in prestigious study programmes. The prestigious 
programmes are divided into fields, which implies that the analyses 
consider both the vertical and the horizontal differentiation. The paper also 
includes a discussion about the definition of prestigious programmes. A 
commonly used definition of prestigious education is based on the level of 
economic return after graduation (e.g. Davies & Guppy, 1997; Erikson & 
Jonsson, 1993, 1996b); however, this definition implies a gender bias.  
 

Higher education - between previous school experiences 
and the labour market 

Educational background 
To get a place of study in higher education in Sweden, and particularly a 
place at an attractive programme, the student has to be eligible and be able 
to compete for the place. The requirements for eligibility depend on the 
field of study. Several of the attractive programmes pose additional 
qualification requirements in mathematics and natural science. Moreover, 
there are more applicants than places of study available at the attractive 
programmes, which leads to a selection of the applicants with respect to 
grades obtained in upper secondary school and/or scores on the Swedish 
Scholastic Assessment Test (SweSAT).  
 
When looking at group differences in grades, statistics are usually divided 
either according to class or to gender. The general conclusion from various 
studies is that young women in every class achieve, on the average, higher 
grades than their male counterparts (Arnot et al., 1999; Gustafsson et al., 
2000; Skolverket, 2004). The conventional wisdom that the class 
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difference in educational achievement is larger than the gender difference 
(Delamont, 2001; Öhrn, 2002) might soon have to be revised. In the 
Nordic countries there are indications that women in the class just below 
achieved as well as men in the class just above (Berggren, in press, b; 
Björnsson, 2005; Svensson, 1998). A different picture emerged when 
looking at the outcome of the SweSAT, where men from upper middle 
class achieved the highest scores. An explanation is the self-selection, in 
that only a limited subset of each age group takes the test (Mäkitalo, 
1994). Few men from working class take the test, and the highest 
achieving young women from upper middle class do not need to take the 
test, because they may enter due to their high grade point averages from 
upper secondary school (Cliffordson, 2004; HSV, 1996; Reuterberg, 1997, 
1998).  
 
The structure of the educational system has a great influence in the sense 
that it forms the framework that defines what is available to choose from. 
Higher Education is an umbrella term that beside the traditional academic 
disciplines also includes post upper-secondary educations such as 
advanced technology (e.g. engineers) and nurse and teacher training. This 
means that educations primarily chosen by women, both the prestigious 
and the ordinary alternatives, are offered within higher education. For 
men, education for a profession is offered within higher education, while 
the “traditional” male trainings such as building worker, car mechanic or 
electrician are offered within upper secondary school. 
 
In Sweden, as in other Western countries, it is the students from the 
privileged families that have made the educational choices that lead to a 
place at the most prestigious programmes within the universities. The class 
difference within these selected tracks does not seem to be declining 
(Andres Bellamy & Guppy, 1991; Ayalon & Shavit, 2004; Ayalon & 
Yogev, 2005; Broady & Gustafsson, 2000). On the other hand, recent 
studies show that the gender difference has declined. It is the young 
women who have increased their participation in previously male 
dominated fields. They have increased their level of performance for 
example in mathematics and science (Arnot et al., 1999; Svensson, 1998; 
Öhrn, 2002), and can enter prestigious study programmes at the university. 
However, they are reluctant to choose a prestigious programme that is 
gender atypical. Despite good grades in mathematics, that path tends to be 
avoided (Ayalon, 2003; SOU, 2004).      
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Gender and class affiliation also influence the perception of what are 
suitable educational alternatives (Archer, 2003; Reay, Davies, David, & 
Ball, 2001). The feeling of being in the right place, or in the wrong place, 
is likely to have a strong influence on the choice. It is known that working 
class students need, on the average, higher grades to make the transition to 
a higher educational level, compared to students from upper middle class 
(Erikson & Jonsson, 1993, 1996a). Maybe the working class students need 
high grades to be convinced that they are capable. For females, there 
probably are obstacles against choosing a “traditional” male educational 
track where a clear majority of the students are men, where the teachers 
are men, and where the content and teaching methods have been developed 
by men. For men, choosing a “traditional” female track entails a loss in 
power, prestige and status (Croxford, 1994; SOU, 2004).  

The Labour Market 
In a Swedish survey (Andersson, Fürth, & Holmberg, 1997) young men 
and women stated that education and work was important, while leisure 
time and flexible working hours was not seen as important. Work was 
supposed to be interesting and independent, and a positive working climate 
and nice colleagues to co-operate with was demanded by both genders. 
Only a small gender difference in favour of men could be seen in the 
valuation of a high salary and in the wish to become a manager. Whether 
this is an indication that women do not value these parts in working life as 
much as men, or if it is an adaptation to reality was not analysed further. 
On a general level, the Swedish results do not seem to deviate much from 
the views that for example the Scottish youth hold (Tinklin, Croxford, 
Ducklin, & Frame, 2005), with the possible exception of the demand for 
flexible hours to be able to combine family and career. Both young men 
and women in the Scottish study were aware of the gender segregated 
labour market and the difficulties that go with a non-traditional 
occupational choice. 
 
The liberal and broad-minded attitudes about career that young people 
seem to hold, unfortunately do not appear to have much influence on the 
labour market. The labour market in Sweden has a reputation of being 
highly gender segregated. This is partly caused by the fact that traditional 
female care and house work is organised as paid labour on the market, 
compared to countries where it is organised as non-paid work within the 
family (SOU, 2004). 
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Gender segregation can be described in three ways. One is the horizontal 
gender segregation which implies that men and women have different 
occupations, work within different sectors, have different employers and 
different places of work. The second is the vertical gender segregation, 
which is about the gendered career making where men are more likely to 
reach the highest positions. The third, finally, is the internal gender 
segregation which implies that men and women who hold the same 
occupation, and work at the same place, are steered toward different types 
of tasks or have chosen different specialities (SOU, 2004). Corresponding 
forms of gender segregation is likely to be found within the educational 
sector.   
 
In Sweden, men have mainly been employed within the private sector and 
women within the public sector. During the 1990s there was a recession, 
and both men and women were exposed to unemployment. At the end of 
the decade the private sector had almost fully recovered, but employment 
within the public sector still was on a comparatively low level (SCB, 
2003). It is likely that women turned to education in order to adapt to a 
changing labour market or to obtain a profession less exposed to labour 
market changes (Berggren, in press, a). This is an example of how the 
horizontal gender segregation contributes to a higher inclination among 
women to study at higher education. Turning to the vertical segregation, 
women are more or less directed to higher education in order to get an 
employment with decent working conditions, and a safe income. If they 
want to make a career as well, they are directed towards the prestigious 
programmes, since it is much more difficult, and in some sectors 
impossible to improve the working situation without it (SOU, 2004). The 
internal gender segregation is also present within higher education. The 
majority of the students in the medical programme are women; however, 
when choosing specialist competence the field is segregated so that men 
dominate surgery and women geriatrics. The speciality that is male 
dominated also provides the highest economic reward (Spjut, 2006). There 
is also an accumulation of men within the most prestigious and well-paid 
sectors within Law and Engineering (Abrahamsson, 2002; SOU, 2004). 
This internal gender division probably exists in other countries too; it is for 
example reported in Israel (Ayalon, 2003).  
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Prestige and Attractiveness 
In Sweden the different universities are not as clearly ranked according to 
prestige, as is the case in many other countries (Davies & Hammack, 
2005). The universities offer many different kinds of programmes, both 
prestigious and not so prestigious. On the other hand, some of the recently 
established university colleges only can award the bachelors degree. In 
Sweden universities and university colleges are state financed, even 
though a few are privately held or are set up as foundations. There are no 
tuition fees. The admittance system is centralised, so the same regulations 
hold for the whole country. 
 
In previous research, there have been several ways of defining prestige or 
status of different educational choices. Economic returns on the labour 
market (Ayalon & Shavit, 2004; Davies & Guppy, 1997; Erikson & 
Jonsson, 1996b) is a frequently used measure. However, the returns on the 
labour market, are different for men and women (Ljunglöf, 2004; SCB, 
2004). The highest positions in society (such as member of boards in large 
companies) are almost not accessible for women, which might influence 
their expectations and thereby their educational choices (Andersson et al., 
1997; Mickelson, 2003; SOU, 2004). Other indicators of attractiveness are 
scores on matriculation diploma (Ayalon & Shavit, 2004) or average SAT 
scores among those admitted (Davies & Guppy, 1997; Persell Hodges et 
al., 1992).  
 
There are some contradictions between the use of indicators based on 
economic returns and academic qualifications, such as admission points. 
Some programmes are very attractive in the sense that very high points for 
admission are required. Some examples are speech pathology and therapy, 
dietetics, and physiotherapy which primarily attract women (SCB, 2003). 
However, graduates from these programmes are offered comparatively low 
economic returns on the labour market. There does not seem to be much of 
a discussion regarding the opposing outcomes of the used measures.  
 
In this study, a constructed attractiveness index was used. It is based on 
grade point averages from compulsory school. (The index will be 
described in greater detail in the method section.)   
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Aim of the study 
The overall aim is to study whether or not the expansion of higher 
education has resulted in an increased equalisation within the student 
population with reference to matriculation in various fields of higher 
education study programmes. The study will focus on horizontal and 
vertical gender and class segregation; analyse the influence of the two 
major entrance paths, via upper secondary school or via the SweSAT, on 
differentiation; and finally, to discuss the concepts of prestige and 
attractiveness. 
 

Method 
The empirical basis of the study was a database formed primarily from 
register data from Statistics Sweden. The registers were linked together at 
the individual level. All persons who were born in 1974, and who lived in 
Sweden at the age of 16 were included. These person’s actions in relation 
to the educational system could be studied for more than a decade; that is, 
from the beginning of the 1990s until the early 2004.   
 

Variables  
Attractive study programmes 
For this study it is of great interest to define and measure degrees of 
attractiveness of study programmes. However, relying on academic ability 
as measured by GPA or SweSAT scores is difficult in Sweden, since there 
are several admission quota groups (e. g., for admission on the basis of 
GPA from upper secondary school, or on the basis of the SweSAT) which 
leads to multiple cut-off points for the same programme.  Instead an 
attractiveness index has been constructed which is based on the grade 
point average from compulsory school, obtained at the age of 16, and 
which is available for almost all individuals born in the period 1972-1984 
(about 4% of the individuals miss the GPA value). A mean for each 
programme was calculated from the individual GPA of those students who 
were admitted for the first time. This “programme-mean” was based on 
admissions during the period 1993-2002 in order to make it less exposed to 
momentary variations. Those programmes with the highest mean GPA 
were defined as attractive; they form 20% of all programmes in higher 
education. Comparing the attractiveness variable with two other frequently 
used variables: the proportion of parents with tertiary education, and the 
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proportion of parents from upper middle class (SES 1), the correlation with 
both of them was 0.66, (Pearsons r) (Berggren manuscript).  
 
Fields 
A division into fields was made from an aggregation of programmes with 
similar orientation. Four major clusters were distinguished: 1) Humanities 
and social sciences which also include law, business and psychology; 2) 
Natural sciences which for example include mathematics, biology, and 
pharmacy; 3) Technology also including architecture; and 4) medicine and 
odontology, which also include veterinary. There was also a cluster of 
“Other” including for example journalism, agriculture, art, music and 
speech pathology and therapy. Since the “Other” group was very 
heterogeneous, it will only be included in the descriptive statistics and not 
analysed further. 
 
Gender and Class 
The class variable is based on a Swedish socio-economic status index, 
SES, which closely corresponds to the EGP class scheme (Breen, 2004; 
Erikson & Goldthorpe, 1992; Erikson & Jonsson, 1993). A categorisation 
into three classes is used, based on the occupational status of the parents of 
the students. The occupational status is defined according to: 1) income 
from employment or self-employment, 2) the expected education 
corresponding to the held position, 3) trade union association, 4a) for 
working class, whether the position involves production of goods or 
services, 4b) for higher classes, whether it is a management function or 
not. The information is obtained from the census of 1990; additional 
information is also collected from the 1985 census. Upper middle class, 
SES 1, includes higher-grade professionals, administrators, officials, and 
self-employed with academic degree. Intermediate, SES 2, consists of 
middle and lower middle class, self-employed without academic degree 
and farmers. Working class, SES 3 is lower-grade technicians, skilled and 
unskilled workers. The group of indeterminable, SES 0, is a heterogeneous 
group, to a large proportion composed by immigrants.  
 
Class or SES, it treated as a categorical variable and is coded as a dummy 
variable, SES 3 being chosen as the reference group (Pedhazur & 
Schmelkin, 1991).  
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The entire cohort born in 1974 consists of 112 948 individuals, of which 
51% are men (N=57 870), and 49% women (N=55 078).  
 
Grade point average 
Information about GPA from upper secondary school was not available for 
18 852 students. This means that almost 17% of the total population has 
not completed upper secondary education. The drop out is not random; it is 
highly dependent on class. Almost 25% of the individuals from working 
class do not have any upper secondary school leaving certificate, while for 
those from upper middle class the corresponding share is 10%.  
 
The Swedish Scholastic Assessment Test, numbers of tests taken 
This test is administrated twice a year, during spring and autumn. It is 
optional to take the test. The variable shows how many times the test is 
taken, not the results on the test. It is assumed to reflect the motivation for 
entering higher education. The reason for not using the scores on the test is 
that only a subset of the individuals has taken the test; that is 43% (N=48 
462).  
 

Analytical techniques 
In addition to the usual descriptive statistics, binary logistic regression is 
applied (Miles & Shevlin, 2001; Pedhazur, 1997). In a binary logistic 
regression, the dependent variable can only assume two of each other 
exclusive values. For example: matriculated in higher education on an 
attractive programme, or not. Only the first matriculation was counted. 
Whether or not the student has continued the study programme or has 
changed his or her mind soon after matriculation was left out of 
consideration. It is possible to enter higher education both autumn and 
spring terms, but the offering of programmes at spring is substantially 
reduced. Autumn and spring matriculations were merged into 
matriculations during the academic year in order to remove the seasonal 
variation.  
 
The odds ratios of matriculating for the different groups are computed 
using logistic regression. For the SES variable, the odds ratio are 
computed in relation to the SES 3 group. If the ratio is 1, there is no 
difference between the classes in rate of matriculation. In some analyses 
men and women are treated separately; that is, men from one class are 
compared with men from other classes, and women from one class are 
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compared with women from other classes. The comparison between men 
and women must be done with caution, since there are two different 
analyses. 
 
With logistic regression analysis it is possible to separate direct or total 
effects from indirect effects. When one independent variable (e.g. SES) is 
included in the analysis the coefficient represents the total effect of this 
variable. When a second independent variable is added to the analysis (e.g. 
GPA) the SES coefficient expresses the direct effect of class, when GPA is 
held constant (as if the GPA was the same for all individuals). 
 
To measure the effect of a factor, the odds of the total effect are compared 
with the odds when a factor is under control. For example, looking at 
women entering attractive programmes, the total effect of SES 1 in relation 
to SES 3 was 7.34. This means that the odds for a woman belonging to 
SES 1 to enter an attractive programme was more than 7 times higher 
compared to a woman in SES 3.  When GPA is held under control, the 
odds in favour of women in SES 1 have decreased to 3.71. The odds ratio 
have reduced to 3.71/7.34=0.51, 51% of the total effect, or a reduction by 
49% (Aneshensel, 2002).  
 
No tests of significance are done, since all analyses are performed on a 
complete cohort.  
 

Results 
Table 1 shows the distribution of the population. The first column shows 
the total population. In the second column the selection into higher 
education can be seen. Finally, in the third column, the numbers in each 
group and the percentages of the total population who have entered any of 
the attractive programmes are shown. 
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TABLE 1  
Distribution in numbers, and percentages of the total population.     
 Distribution total 

population 
       
       N             % 

Matriculation 
any course or 
programme  

     N          % 

Matriculation 
attractive 

programmes 
        N       % 

SES 1 W 11 534 10.2   8 299   7.3 2 201 1.9
SES 1 M 11 956 10.6   7 793   6.9 3 118 2.8

SES 2 W 26 657 23.6 13 587 12.0 1 978 1.8
SES 2 M 27 777 24.6 10 613   9.4 2 760 2.4

SES 3 W 15 630 13.8  4 882   4.3  435 0.4
SES 3 M 16 705 14.8  3 202   2.8  593 0.5

SES 0 W 1 257 1.1 361   0.3 71 0.0
SES 0 M 1 432 1.3 332   0.3 99 0.0

Total 112 948 100.0 49 069 43.4   11 255 10.0
 
Almost half of the population is assigned to the intermediate class (SES 2); 
this group also forms the largest group in higher education. However, 
when looking at attractive programmes only, there is an equal number of 
students from the upper middle and the intermediate classes, despite the 
smaller upper middle class population. Although more women than men 
enter higher education, more men enter attractive programmes. In this 
cohort, 11 255 students have entered an attractive programme and among 
them 6 570 (58%) were men. It is interesting to see that in all classes the 
female predominance in higher education generally is reduced to a 
minority when studying the attractive programmes only. One explanation 
is of course the definition of an attractive programme. Many men choose 
Master of Engineering. This programme has many places of study, and 
accounts for almost 50 % of those defined as attractive.  
 
These differences that deal both with the horizontal and the vertical 
differentiation were analysed in two steps; first, the vertical differentiation 
was analysed. A comparison was made between the attractive programmes 
and all the other alternatives; that is, programmes not defined as attractive, 
single subject courses, and part time courses. Each analysis was made 
separately for men and women, and these groups were then further divided 
into classes. After that, attention was given to the attractive programs only. 
In order to statistically explain some of the differences according to both 
the vertical and the horizontal differentiation, grade point average from 
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upper secondary school and numbers of SweSAT taken were held under 
control logistic regression analyses.  
In Table 2, the distribution of the group differences in upper secondary 
school completion and in the variables GPA and SweSAT can be seen.  
 
TABLE 2 
Distribution of GPA and SweSAT 
 Men 

SES 1 SES 2  SES 3 

Women 

SES 1 SES 2  SES 3 
% complete up sec school 91 86 75 90 86 76 
Mean GPA 3.40 3.15 2.98 3.58 3.33 3.15 
% taken the SweSAT  64 39 20 67 50 32 
Mean result SweSAT 1.2 1.0  0.9 1.0      0.9 0.7 
Mean no of  SweSAT taken 2.6 2.2 2.0 2.4 2.2 1.9 
 
There is a clear and expected differentiation due to class with respect to 
previous school achievement, and women have a higher achievement 
level. The largest class difference is in the decision whether or not to take 
the SweSAT. Confirming previous studies (Reuterberg, 1997; Willingham 
& Cole, 1997), men are more successful than women in this type of test.  
 
In the following analyses, the population is restricted to those who have 
completed upper secondary school and have a GPA that can be used , that 
is 94 096 individuals of the total 112 948.  
 
In the initial analysis, vertical segregation was defined to have only two 
levels: either entering an attractive programme, or entering one of other 
alternatives. Table 3 shows results from several steps in the analyses were 
independent variables were added one by one in the binary logistic 
regression analyses. Model 1 shows the total effect of class origin, model 2 
shows the class differentiation that was left when GPA was under control. 
Finally, in model 3 the numbers of SweSATs taken was added.  
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The class differentiation for matriculating into attractive programmes was 
very high. The odds were 8 times higher that a man from upper middle 
class would enter an attractive study programme compared to a man from 
working class. The differences within the group of women also were high, 
there being a more than 7 times higher odds for a woman belonging to 
upper middle class compared to a woman from working class. There also 
were some class differences when studying the odds for entering other 
study programmes and single subject courses, but they were comparably 
low.  
 
When previous school achievement, the GPA, was added in model 2, the 
differentiation decreased considerably. The reduction in odds was largest 
among women, for both upper middle class, and intermediate class in 
relation to working class women, and this was true for both the attractive 
and the other programs. This indicates that class background becomes less 
important when women from working class achieve well.  
 
In model 3, the number of SweSATs have been added. SweSAT is 
supposed to increase the chances for the underrepresented groups of 
students to enter higher education; however, the outcome was the opposite. 
The SweSAT contributed to increased class differentiation in all types of 
higher education studies, and most strongly among men.  
 
The further analyses were restricted to the attractive programmes only. 
Table 4 shows the distribution of the groups of students over the different 
fields of study.  
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TABLE 4 

Fields within attractive programmes 
Distribution in numbers, and percentages within gender and class. 

 Men 

SES 1     SES2       SES 3 

 Women 

SES1       SES 2       SES 3 
Humanities and 
social sciences 

702 
22.5% 

509 
18.4% 

108 
18.2% 

 859 
39.0% 

779 
39.4% 

175 
40.2% 

Natural sciences 236 
7.6% 

209 
7.6% 

53 
8.9% 

 321 
14.6% 

336 
17.0% 

85 
19.5% 

Technology 1851 
59.4% 

1828 
66.2% 

398 
67.1% 

 602 
27.4% 

560 
28.3% 

111 
25.5% 

Medicine and 
odontology 

213 
6.8% 

107 
3.9% 

24 
4.0% 

 259 
11.8% 

148 
7.5% 

36 
8.3% 

Other attractive 
programmes 

116 
3.7% 

107 
3.9% 

10 
1.7% 

 160 
7.3% 

155 
7.8% 

28 
6.4% 

Total 3118 
100% 

2760 
100% 

593 
100% 

 2201 
100% 

1978 
100% 

435 
100% 

 
As can be seen from Table 4 there were more men than women within 
Technology that consists of different specialisations within Master of 
Engineering. However, there were a large number of women within this 
field too, since the engineering programmes numerically dominate the 
places of study. Compared to men, the distribution over different fields 
was more balanced within the group of women. There was a majority of 
women within natural sciences. Men and women take up about equal 
numbers of places of study on an attractive mathematical science 
programme, but biology, geology and pharmacy are also included in this 
field which contributes to the predominance of women.  
 
The entry into the four major fields was analysed by binary logistic 
regression. Women and men were analysed separately. The dependent 
variable was entering a certain field or not, and mean GPA and numbers of 
SweSAT were added one by one in the two last steps (Model 2 and Model 
3). The results are presented in Tables 5 and 6. 
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There were substantial class differences in rate of matriculation, especially 
within the field of medicine. Generally the class difference was more 
pronounced among men than women; however there was an opposite 
tendency within technology.  
 
The number of SweSATs taken has previously been shown to further 
increase the gender and class differences. The results clearly show that it 
was upper middle class youth and particularly men who make use of the 
SweSAT to enter attractive programmes. The variables GPA and SweSAT 
explain more than 80% of the class difference within the medical field, 
which is because of the very high degree of competition for a place of 
study. It is only possible for those with the highest GPA and highest 
SweSAT scores to enter medical studies. The SweSAT was particularly 
favourable for upper middle class men, since this factor reduced the odds 
by 56% (within Medicine). A large reduction in odds among men from 
upper middle class was also apparent within the field of humanities. 
Probably they need the SweSAT scores to become competitive to enrol in 
law studies or international business programme.  
 

Discussion 
There have been several extensive changes within higher education with 
the purpose of reducing the class differentiation within the groups of 
students. Though it is difficult to make any clear comment on the broad 
question of whether or not an equalisation has taken place, a general 
conclusion in this study is that the class differences seem to be quite stable. 
That is also the conclusion from a previous study by Erikson and Jonsson’s 
(1996a) covering the period up to 1990. This study showed an increased 
class equalisation until 1970, but since then it has remained fairly 
unchanged.  
 
Leaving the big picture, there are major differences between groups of 
higher education students. The class differentiation into attractive 
programmes is high and is maintained and has even increased by the 
additional entrance path provided by the SweSAT. The study alternatives 
that are not so attractive, also are more likely to recruit students from 
higher classes than lower. It is probably an alternative for those students 
from higher classes who have not been sufficiently educationally 
successful to enter the prestigious fields. Several researchers (Arnot et al., 
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1999; Ayalon & Shavit, 2004; Kivinen et al., 2001; Lucay & Reay, 2002) 
have described the naturalness of continued studies among students from 
higher classes. 
 
Studying the gender differences, it is clear that women have made large 
inroads into higher education. Women have since the 1960s in Sweden 
(Öhrn, 2000) and somewhat later in the UK (Arnot et al., 1999), increased 
their educational achievement level and are now most competitive. 
Women have not only increased their share within the attractive 
programmes but also in those programmes previously dominated by men. 
With the exception of the field of Technology, the attractive fields can not 
be perceived as being male dominated any more. Some explanations for 
this change are that women are now economically independent and support 
themselves. Within higher classes women are pushed by their families, just 
like upper middle class men were before, to achieve an academic degree in 
order to reproduce the status of their family (Arnot et al., 1999; Lucay & 
Reay, 2002). Moreover, there are structural circumstances that put pressure 
on young women to achieve higher educational achievement levels 
compared to their male counterparts. The organisation of the educational 
system pushes women to study for an academic degree. Since the end of 
the 1970s previous college trainings that were in particular demand by 
women, such as nurse and education, were incorporated into higher 
education. This meant that fewer educational programmes leading directly 
into an occupation were left for women at lower levels of education.   
 
Women also are pushed by the labour market to obtain an academic 
degree. Due to its horizontal gender segregation, the labour market has 
different standards for men and women. The public sector that is women’s 
principal employer have standardised requirements that generally means 
that an academic degree is needed in order to be employed within health 
care, social work or education. Men, on the other hand, are more likely to 
be employed privately, where the demands are not as formal.  
 
Looking at the intersection of gender and class, women from all classes 
have increased their enrolment in higher education. The availability of 
“traditional” working class male educations within upper secondary school 
makes men from lower classes less anxious to enter higher education. 
However, a somewhat larger proportion of men in every class enter an 
attractive programme compared to their female counterparts. This is to a 
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large extent explained by the Master of Engineering programme that is 
defined as attractive, has many places of study and has hitherto been male 
dominated. Within the field of technology, the class differentiation is 
larger among women than among men. In the other fields it is exactly the 
opposite. An explanation could be that to be able to enter such a male 
dominated field, women are dependent on all kinds of support from their 
family and friends. It is likely that women from upper middle class possess 
several kinds of capital, both economic and symbolic which compensate 
for their defective gender (Moi, 1991). The smaller class differentiation 
among men might be due to the fact that engineering aims at a clear and 
distinct profession that corresponds to the requests among the intermediate 
and working class. They become something “real” after a degree in 
engineering (Hill, 1998).  
 
In previous studies, men and students from higher classes have been 
reported to form the majority within prestigious programmes. In this study, 
prestige has been defined as educational attractiveness and has also been 
divided into fields. The result shows that the picture is not one-sided. The 
definition of attractiveness, or prestige obviously determines the outcome. 
When economic outcomes are used, it is less likely that women’s choices 
will be judged as being the most profitable, since what is performed by 
men is usually associated with a higher value (Abrahamsson, 2002; 
Bourdieu, 2001). The two structuring principles of gender and class 
intersect. The result of this organisation is that the choices that men from 
higher classes make, are likely to be defined as the most prestigious 
(Acker, 1990). It can be difficult for women to enter prestigious male 
dominated fields. There are several ways of preventing women from 
making a gender atypical choice, from persuasion to the threat of sexual 
harassment (Abrahamsson & Gunnarsson, 2002; Bourdieu, 2001; SOU, 
2004). Many women are aware of the gender and class division and do not 
choose educational alternatives from which they are locked out anyway 
(Ayalon, 2003; Bourdieu, 2001). In the case when a previously male 
dominated field becomes female dominated, the value of it diminishes. 
One example, is the field of academia, were the grants have been cut down 
after women’s increased participation in higher education (Andres 
Bellamy & Guppy, 1991). Other standards for success within the labour 
market may take over, when men’s success within education decreases 
(Abrahamsson, 2002; Kivinen & Ahola, 1999; Lahelma, 2005). 
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This study has dealt with the differentiation within undergraduate 
education. However, post graduate education has also increased and 45% 
of those awarded a PhD in Sweden are women (HSV, 2005). It is likely 
that there is class and gender differentiation according to level of higher 
education studies too.                  
       

Summary 
There is a differentiation according to gender and class when students 
matriculate in higher education. 72% of the women from upper middle 
class have entered higher education at the age of 30. The corresponding 
share among their male counterparts is 65%. Among women from working 
class, 31% have entered higher education, and among men from working 
class the share is 19%. This differentiation that is to the advantage of 
women and students from upper middle class is then changed when 
studying the attractive programmes only. Of those women from upper 
middle class who have entered higher education, 27% enters an attractive 
programme; the share is 40% among the men from upper middle class. 
Similar differences can be seen in the other classes; for example, 9% of the 
women from working class who have entered higher education have 
entered an attractive programme, while the share is much larger among 
their male counterparts, it is 19%. 
 
The differentiation into attractive programmes can to a large extent be 
explained by the higher grade point average that women from upper 
middle class achieve. In addition, there is an effect from the SweSAT that 
favours students from higher classes and men in particular. 
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