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Outline

• Worldwide expansion of HE and its implications for inclusion

• Expansion, inclusion and diversion in Scotland

• The link between school attainment, curriculum choices, and HE 
admission policies

• Articulation and life-long learning

• Some final considerations



Global expansion of tertiary education



Expansion in selected European countries
Population with tertiary education, 25-34 year-olds 

OECD Data Explorer, accessible at https://data-explorer.oecd.org/?lc=en
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HE expansion in Scotland
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Data source: Scottish School Leavers Surveys, from Table 7.1 in Paterson L. (2023) Scottish Education and Society 

since 1945. 



Expansion through institutional diversification
(Iannelli, Gamoran, Paterson, 2011)

HE entrants by institution type - Scotland, 1987-2001

Source: Scottish School Leavers Surveys data



The consequences of HE expansion for social 
inclusion and inequalities

• What does expansion imply for inequality?

• Inclusion: more opportunities for students from disadvantaged 
backgrounds

•Diversion: new entrants more likely to enter new universities and 
colleges 

• In Scotland
• More diverse student population and inclusion of groups of the 

population who were largely under-represented in previous decades

• Increasing institutional differentiation to accommodate the new 
entrants

• Inequalities in HE access (i.e. the relative chances of entering HE for 
people from more disadvantaged backgrounds) have reduced to a 
limited extent



Scotland - Both inclusion and diversion



Current lack of reliable data on social inequalities 
in HE access

• The discontinuation of school leavers surveys means that we do not 
have any longer information on parental background of school leavers

• Quantitative evidence used to inform policies in Scotland often relies 
on aggregate data (at geographical, e.g. SIMD, and school level, e.g. % 
of FSM pupils) and descriptive analysis of these data

• This evidence is likely to underestimate the effect of family of origin 
on young people’s chances of entering higher education and 
graduating 



Increasing percentages of students from the 
most deprived areas enter HE 
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Continuing expansion and efforts to widen 
access in the face of financial constraints



Reasons behind slow progress in widening 
access

• Two major reasons:

• the restrictions in the number of places universities can offer to Scottish-
domiciled students (due to the tuition-fee cap) 

• the persistent large differences in school attainment and number and 
types of subjects studied among students from different social 
backgrounds (Iannelli, Smyth and Klein, 2016)



AUDIT SCOTLAND (2021)



Curriculum choices

• Subject choices are crucial for gaining access to ancient and old 

universities and for entering professional jobs (Iannelli, Smyth and 

Klein, 2016; Iannelli, 2013)

• Pupils from more advantaged social backgrounds study a larger 

number of academic subjects (such as languages, English, maths 

and science) which enhance their chances of entering university 

and professional and managerial occupations



Articulation – declining trends
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Source: Scottish Funding Council (2024) Report on Widening Access 2022-23 (My graph from ROWA 2022-23 

background tables).

Also entries via Advance Standing have declined from 57% in 2015-16 to 51% 
in 2022-23



Retention rates – Progression into second 
year of study
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Age at entry and life-long learning

• Pathways to HE for young people from disadvantaged families are 
complex and entry into HE often occurs at a later stage in life, after 
periods of employment, unemployment or inactivity (Duta, 
Wielgoszewska and Iannelli 2021)

• HESA data on HE student enrolments show that from 2019-20 to 2023-24 
the share of undergraduate entrants aged 21 years and older declined 
from 32% to 27%

• This decline is another source of concern since this means that 
opportunities to enter HE for people from disadvantaged backgrounds are 
reducing



Some final considerations 

To foster equality in HE participation, there is a need for: 

• A renewed, evidence-based focus on reducing the attainment gap and 
providing information about subject choice for HE entry

• A sustained institutional commitment to improve retention of students 
from disadvantaged backgrounds after HE entry

• Stronger links between schools, universities and colleges to ensure 
flexible pathways which allow second chances 

Can further efforts to widen access and improve retention be sustained if 
universities and colleges are forced to reduce their size because of financial 
constraints?
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