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Executive Summary

There is a large socio-economic status gap in higher education (HE) participation in England. How-
ever, most evidence suggests that this is driven by inequality that emerges before the point of ap-
plication. It has been suggested that one such source of inequality is the subjects and qualifica-
tions studied by young people while still at school. The importance of this factor for young people’s
chances of progressing to HE in general, and to highly selective HE institutions in particular, has
increasingly attracted the attention of policy-makers. This has been most notable in the UK Govern-
ment’s introduction of the English Baccalaureate performance measure for schools at age 16, and
the introduction of performance in Russell Group “facilitating subjects” at A-Level for schools at age

18. However, this area is under-studied in the academic literature.

This project aimed to address this gap using a combination of survey and administrative data on a
recent cohort of English students. It analysed the subject choices taken by young people at age 14
(affecting subjects and qualifications studied for examinations predominantly at age 16) using statis-
tical analysis to estimate the subsequent importance of subject choice in the probability of attending
university or a highly competitive university. It also considers the association between socio-economic
status and young people’s subject choices, and the extent to which this acts as a transmission mech-

anism between socio-economic status and inequality in attendance at university.

Overall, the findings of this project highlight a number of important implications for schools and policy-

makers:

e There are substantial socioeconomic differences in the subjects that young people study from
age 14 to 16. Young people from advantaged households take more selective subjects, have
higher odds of doing three or more facilitating subjects, higher odds of studying a full set of
EBacc-eligible subjects (including English, Maths, History or Geography, two sciences and a
modern or ancient language), but lower odds of taking Applied GCSEs (e.g. Applied Hospi-
tality, Applied Health or Applied Manufacturing) than less advantaged young people. These
differences do not simply reflect prior academic attainment but persist even once this has been
held constant. These persistent differences confirm the potential for curricular differences at 14

to exacerbate inequalities rather than simply reflecting existing inequalities.

e These differences are partly associated with the schools in which young people find themselves
at this point, not just their individual characteristics. We found that there were important differ-
ences by school characteristics, which may be a result of differential opportunities, subjects
offered and within school policies. As such, we should be sceptical of considering young peo-

ple’s subjects of study purely in terms of ‘choice’ (Woods, 1976). They are, at most, constrained



choices, potentially both for individuals and for schools (see next point).

Even holding other factors constant, pupils in non-selective schools within selective local au-
thorities study a less academically selective set of subjects. This suggests that expanding se-
lective education will both increase inequality in, and decrease the average level of, academic

selectivity of subjects that young people study.

When we consider university entry, and admission to high-status universities in particular, there
are large raw differences associated with studying more academically combinations of subjects.
However, once differences in young people’s backgrounds and prior attainment associated with
these differences in subjects studied are taken into account, these differences are, at most,
small. A large policy focus on incentivising schools to provide and individuals to study particular

combinations of subjects is unlikely to have more than a marginal difference.

The results for studying the full set of EBacc subjects and for studying any applied subjects
do show residual associations with university attendance, suggesting the view that they may
have particular importance is not without merit, a finding that concords with other research
focussing on subject choice at a later point in individuals’ educational careers (Dilnot, 2016).
Nevertheless, it is important to emphasise that the differences are still not large, suggesting

that the weight that has been placed on the EBacc by policymakers has been exaggerated.

Our findings suggest that if young people from different socioeconomic backgrounds were
studying a more similar curriculum between ages 14 and 16 it would be unlikely to make much
of difference to the inequality in university entry highlighted by previous studies. This does
not mean that ensuring pupils have the same opportunities to choose their curriculum post-14
regardless of their background is not important. We may regard this as important in itself for
reducing socioeconomic differences in earlier educational trajectories, and also having the po-
tential to make a difference to inequality in university going at the margin. However, we certainly

should not regard reforms in this space as any kind of ‘silver bullet’.
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1 Introduction

Young people’s subject choices at age 14 may have important consequences for future academic and
labour market outcomes, since they in turn affect the qualifications to which they can easily continue
in post-compulsory education. Choosing the ‘wrong’ set of options at this point may have long term
consequences (lannelli, 2013). This is a particularly important issue in an English context, where
specialisation of the curriculum occurs earlier than in many other countries (Hodgson and Spours,
2008).

The choices that individuals face seem likely to be shaped by the schools in which they find them-
selves at this point in time, just as previous work has found that pupils’ options are restricted depend-
ing on where in the country they live (Open Public Services Network, 2015). Schools may not offer
certain subjects (Jin et al., 2011) and often guide their pupils towards certain paths (McCrone et al.,
2005), for example requiring that a wider set of core subjects be studied, or preventing pupils from
taking certain combinations of options. This implies that schools potentially have an important influ-
ence in this regard. However, schools do not set such requirements in isolation. They face significant
constraints most obviously from government policy but also in responding to what they can offer given
the make-up of their student body. For example, they cannot viably offer an optional subject that only
a handful of pupils wish to study. Similarly, the local education market, especially the presence of

selective schools, may influence other schools’ behaviour.

A major part of the 2010-2015 UK government’s education reforms in England was a focus on the
curriculum that pupils study from ages 14-16. Most high profile was the introduction of the English
Baccalaureate (EBacc) performance measure for schools. Since schools were now judged on the
proportion of pupils getting a “good pass” in the subjects that made up this measure, it incentivised
schools to encourage pupils to study this set of “subjects the Russell Group identifies as key for
university study” (Gibb, 2011). Young people’s parents also see the choices their children are making
at this point in time as important, with 93% of the parents of the Next Steps (formerly known as the
Longitudinal Study of Young People in England) participants saying they see subject choices at age
14 as “very important” or “fairly important” for the educational options their offspring will have open
to them subsequently. However, there does not appear to be good quantitative evidence about the
importance of studying a complete set of subjects, per se. Indeed, concern has been expressed in
some quarters that a particular focus on a set of subjects such as the English Baccalaureate (EBacc)
might ‘crowd out’ other subject combinations, such as a full set of separate sciences, that are also

potentially important for individuals’ future educational opportunities.

Over the past twenty years governmental efforts to promote social mobility have included widening



access to higher education as a major focus. This is in an attempt to give more individuals the
opportunity to benefit from the economic returns to a university degree (Walker and Zhu, 2011).
Despite this, there remains a significant level of socioeconomic inequality in access to universities.
Previous analyses using multiple sources of data have established that much of this gap in enrolment
is explained by prior academic attainment (Chowdry et al., 2013) and by differences in application
behaviour (Anders, 2012a) but that there remain some differences, particularly in access to highly

competitive universities (Boliver, 2013).

This report proceeds as follows. Section 2 reviews the previous literature on factors that shape young
people’s subject choices and the possible consequences flowing from this. Section 3 outlines the data
used in the course of this project provides basic description of the patterns of subject choice. We build
on this in Section 4 by jointly considering individual predictors of the subjects that young people study;
Section 5 builds on this to also consider the importance of schools in shaping young people’s subject
choices at this point in time. From these findings regarding differences in the subjects that young
people study, the next two sections consider the potential consequences of these differences. Section
6 employing a matching approach to consider the importance of studying particular combinations of
subjects for young people’s chances of entering university. Section 7 then builds on this by exploring
the extent to which the subjects individuals study between ages 14 and 16 explain socioeconomic
inequality in university attendance. Finally, Section 8 draws out overarching conclusions from this

project.



2 Background

By and large, England has a system of within, rather than between, school curricula differences. This
is associated with smaller socioeconomic differences in the curricula that individuals take (Chmielewski,
2014). Nevertheless, there are significant differences in the subjects that young people study depend-
ing upon their background. This project has considered subject choices at this point in time because,
in the English context, it is the first time that individuals get to express a preference for the subjects
they study. It is also a point at which all young people are still in compulsory education for two more
years. Unlike studying post-16 subject choices, there remains something of a common core to the
curriculum, allowing a focus on how choices about non-compulsory subjects seem to affect future

plans.

Previous studies that have explored the determinants of subjects studied between ages 14 and 16,
have tended to highlight that three important characteristics in explaining subject choices at this age
are gender (Bell, 2001; Francis, 2000; Jin et al., 2011; Sullivan et al., 2010), prior attainment (Davies
et al., 2008; Jin et al., 2011) and socioeconomic background (Davies et al., 2008; Jin et al., 2011).
Bell (2001) considered changes in the uptake of combinations of age 14-16 subjects by gender
and prior attainment and how this changed with the introduction of the National Curriculum. Davies
et al. (2008) used the 1998 Year 11 Information System (Ye11IS) data to examine the probability
of taking GCSEs in optional subjects (specifically: Business Studies, French, Geography, German,
History and Home Economics), finding that ‘ability’ has the strongest influence on subject choice but
for some subjects social class exerts more of an effect than gender. Using a more recent cohort,
Jin et al. (2011) find that girls are more likely to study modern foreign language at school and less
likely to study all three sciences separately; these associations remain after taking into account prior
attainment. Furthermore, those with more educated parents are more likely to study triple science
and to stay on in full-time education after Year 11, however these effects are not significant after
controlling for prior attainment. Sullivan et al. (2010) also make use of Next Steps data to examine
the social structure of the Key Stage Four curriculum in England. They examine how the subjects
that young people like or dislike shape the choices that they make and how they are influenced by
those around them. In addition, they note a gender difference in vocational subjects and differences

by ethnicity for triple science and religious study participation.

Previous work on the importance of subject choice during secondary school has also focussed on
specific elements of the decision, for example considering whether young people study Science,
Technology, Engineering and Maths (STEM)-related subjects (Tripney et al., 2010; Codiroli, 2015).
In the case of STEM, this reflects a concern that there is a gender gap in uptake of such subjects,

although Codiroli (2015) highlights that this not be the case among individuals from advantaged



backgrounds.

Aspects of the role that schools play in shaping subject choice have also been considered. Jin
et al. (2011), using Next Steps, document significant variation in the kinds of qualifications offered by
different schools. In addition, they note that “19% of pupils were unable to take subjects they would
like to study at Key Stage 4” (Jin et al., 2011, p.63), with the most common reason being that their
school did not offer the subject (just over 30% of such cases). They identified large differences by
school, where some schools offer courses in both academic and vocational choices in Year 10 while
others only offer academic courses. Davies et al. (2008) also considered the influence of school
context, noting associations between school cohorts and probability of taking subjects, for example
the proportion of children who are eligible for free school meals in the school has an effect on the

probability of taking certain subjects.

There is a small amount of international evidence on the effects of the sex composition of co-
educational schools and classes. Hoxby (2000) uses data on schools in Texas to show that a higher
proportion of boys in the class depresses the attainment of both male and female students in both
maths and English. Hoxby suggests various possible mechanisms for such peer effects, including
classroom disruption and changes in classroom atmosphere. Israeli research also suggests that a
high proportion of boys in a year group is linked to worse academic outcomes for both girls and boys
(Lavy and Schlosser, 2011). Van Houtte (2004) produces similar findings for Belgium. Proud (2014)
uses PLASC/NPD data for England and finds that a higher proportion of girls in the class has a nega-
tive effect on boys attainment in English, while a higher proportion of girls has a positive effect on both
girls and boys science attainment. Sullivan (2009) found that teenage girls in the 1970s rated their
abilities in maths and sciences higher if they went to an all-girls school. Boys on the other hand rated
their abilities in English higher if they went to an all-boys school (Sullivan, 2009). Similarly, boys and
girls who attended single-sex schools showed increased attainment in gender-atypical subject areas
Sullivan et al. (2009), suggesting that single-sex schools may contribute to breaking down gender

stereotypes.

It is well established that students attending schools with a high proportion of peers of low social
status or low academic ability are at a disadvantage (Coleman et al., 1966; Henderson et al., 1978;
Mortimore, 1988; Rutter, 1982; Smith et al., 1989; Willms, 1986). Recent research has suggested that
school-SES has no direct effect on individual level attainment except via the academic composition
of the school (Marks, 2015). The mechanisms behind school composition effects have not been
established empirically. School composition effects may reflect peer group processes (for example
if lower-attaining peers are more disruptive). School composition may also influence teachers and

the curriculum, as teachers seek to provide a curriculum and pedagogical style which they deem



appropriate for the population of the school as a whole.

The importance of the subjects young people study while at school for their chances of progressing to
Higher Education (HE), in general, and highly selective HE institutions, in particular, has increasingly
attracted the attention of policymakers (Gibb, 2011). The policy attention stems from a concern that
young people are making subject choice decisions (or being channelled towards decisions) that are
reducing the probability of participating in Higher Education and that this is more likely to be the case
for those from less advantaged backgrounds. Indeed, previous work has suggested that when high
achieving young people from less advantaged backgrounds are provided with more information on
how best to prepare for university applications their decisions improve (Borghans et al., 2013; Hoxby
and Turner, 2013). Although these previous studies cited did not specifically cover advice about sub-
ject choice, there is a similar logic of improving educational decisions in our setting. Indeed, previous
research has highlighted that choosing the ‘wrong’ curriculum at this point may have long term conse-
quences in terms of occupational status acquisition (lannelli, 2013); educational progression seems
one plausible mechanism for this. In a different context, evidence from Belgium suggests that subject

choice has an influence on the gender gap in the labour market (Duquet et al., 2010).

In their analysis of administrative data (National Pupil Database records linked to data from the Higher
Education Statistics Authority), Chowdry et al. (2013) find large socioeconomic inequality in university
attendance. They find that that individuals of the top fifth of their sample are more than 40 percentage
points (% pts.) more likely to start university than those in the least advantaged fifth, with larger gaps
towards the upper end of the distribution. They also find differences of more than 30% pts. in the
probability of attending a high status university between the same groups. They go on to find that
much of this difference is explained by attainment that emerges earlier in the education system.
However, while this use of administrative datasets has clear advantages, the relative weaknesses
of socioeconomic measures available may mean this analysis understates inequality on this basis.
Other work using survey data with richer information on socioeconomic status has found that some
socioeconomic inequality in the probability of attending university remains even after prior attainment
is controlled for, although much may be explained by differences in application behaviour (Anders,
2012a). Work by Boliver (2013) suggests that some differences in university entry may remain,
although this analysis of Universities and Colleges Admissions Service (UCAS) data is only able to
control for prior attainment at age 18, not earlier in the education system. Taken together, there is
evidence of residual inequality in university entry (and entry to high-status institutions) although the
point during young people’s educational careers where this emerges is not clear. As such, it seems

relevant to consider other potential mechanisms through which this might be happening.



3 Data

This project has used data from both Next Steps (a representative longitudinal study formerly known
the Longitudinal Study of Young People in England) and the National Pupil Database (NPD; an ad-

ministrative dataset owned by the UK’s Department for Education).

Where using the NPD, we focus on the sample from mainstream English state-funded schools for
the academic year 2005-06. This includes comprehensive academic attainment data from national
examinations in England. Rather than self-reports about subjects of study we use the observed infor-
mation about which GCSEs (or equivalents) young people have entered at age 16. The advantages
of administrative data are clear, in that we know our information about full cohorts within schools.
It also includes some basic data providing a proxy for young people’s socioeconomic background,
namely whether they are eligible for free school meals (FSM) and the deprivation status of their

neighbourhood (Chowdry et al., 2013).

However, this is obviously less fine grained than background characteristics available in survey data.
Where possible, we test the robustness of our results to this limitation by replicating the analysis using
Next Steps (discussed below). While the results do not replicate exactly (especially regarding school-
level relationships), this is perhaps unsurprising given differences in the measurement instruments
and the fact that only a small number of students within each school are surveyed; furthermore, many
of the same broad patterns are evident. Where this is not the case, differences are noted and our

confidence in these findings is reduced.

Next Steps follows a cohort of young people born in 1989-90 from age 14 through to age 20. The
survey has a clustered design based around schools, so that young people are randomly selected
for inclusion within randomly selected schools (albeit with some oversampling). It includes annual
interviews throughout with the young people themselves, interviews with their parents (for the first four
years), and linked administrative data about young people’s academic attainment (from the National
Pupil Database, discussed above). Using the responses from the parental questionnaires provides
high quality data on young people’s socioeconomic background, based on questions about family

income, parental education, and occupational status.

Importantly for this work, it also includes self-reported information on subjects that young people
are studying at age 14 (academic year 2004/05-2005/06). We use these to generate the subject
choice classifications that we use as ‘treatment’ variables, of which we attempt to assess the intrinsic
importance for university outcomes. To provide context regarding the subjects that young people
in this cohort studied, Figure 1 shows the proportion of young people selecting particular GCSE

subjects. The most popular GCSE selected (recalling that English and Maths are excluded from this



Table 1: Average academic performance at age 14 of pupils studying each GCSE subject ranked in
ascending order - NPD Data

Subject Academic Selectivity Score
Single Science 31.14
Applied Science 31.77
Applied Home Economics 32.99
Other Foreign Lang. 33.85
Applied Business 34.46
Applied Media 34.78
Applied Office 34.82
Other Applied 34.82
Citizenship 35.29
Maths 35.32
English 35.35
Art 35.39
Design Technology 35.48
Drama 35.57
Applied IT 35.58
Double Science 35.64
Religious Education 35.92
Information Technology 36.21
Geography 36.63
History 37.17
French 37.38
Music 37.65
Spanish 37.71
German 38.17
ltalian 38.47
Biology 41.40
Chemistry 41.70
Physics 41.75

Notes: Constructed by calculating average point scores in KS3 tests in English, maths and science at age 14 among all
individuals who study each subject.

analysis since they are compulsory) is ICT (58%), followed by Modern Foreign Languages (56%).

The least popular subject is Applied Hospitality and Catering (1%).

In both of the datasets we develop an overall, continuous measure of the academic selectivity of the
subjects that a pupil studies from age 14-16, based on the prior academic performance of the pupils
that choose to study each subject. We assign each subject the average score in Key Stage 3 (KS3)
compulsory tests at age 14 of those pupils that report they are studying that subject. KS3 tests are
taken roughly contemporaneously with subject choice decisions, so they seem the most appropriate
measure to use in this way. The score for a range of subjects is reported in Table 1 using NPD
data and in Table 2 for Next Steps. We see that those with the highest levels of KS3 attainment are
more likely to study subjects such as languages, while those with lower levels are more likely to take

applied subjects of various types.



Figure 1: Proportion of pupils who report studying each GCSE subject
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Table 2: Average academic performance at age 14 of pupils studying each GCSE subject ranked in
ascending order - Next Steps Data

Subject Academic Selectivity Score
Applied Hospitality 29.28
Applied Leisure 29.91
Applied Health 30.45
Applied Manufacturing 30.55
Applied Art 31.36
Other Applied 32.12
Applied Science 32.62
Other Foreign Lang. 33.31
Applied Business 33.31
Citizenship 33.48
Art 33.62
Drama 33.67
Physical Education 33.78
English 33.87
Maths 33.87
Information Technology 34.15
Personal Social Health Ed. 34.55
Religious Education 34.67
Applied IT 34.75
Music 34.95
Geography 35.23
History 35.66
Biology 35.67
Chemistry 35.69
Physics 35.82
French 36.27
Spanish 36.31
ltalian 36.65
Statistics 36.87
German 37.46

Notes: Constructed by calculating average point scores in KS3 tests in English, maths and science at age 14 among all
individuals who study each subject.

10



We next convert this into an individual-level, rather than a subject-level, measure. To do so, we
sum the top eight most academically selective subjects that each individual studies. A maximum of
eight subjects are used to create this measure in order to stop individuals taking a large number of
low-selectivity subjects ending up with a high selectivity score. This follows the logic used in the con-
struction of ‘capped’ GCSE points scores. Thus, individuals who take a combination of academically
selective subjects end up with a high score, while individuals who take a combination of less selective
subjects are assigned a low score. For ease of interpretation, we standardise this score among the

sample used in this paper, so that it has a mean of zero and a standard deviation of one.

We acknowledge the slight circularity in the calculation of this measure for some of our modelling
— highly academically selective subjects are those studied by those with high prior attainment —
however, we still think the the extent to which other factors explain part of the this variation means
this is still an interesting exercise. In addition, we explore the role of schools in explaining the variation
in young people making specific sets of decisions that have previously been argued to be important

for future outcomes.

The Russell Group (a self-selecting group of highly selective UK universities) produces an annual
document called “Informed Choices” providing advice on the kind of subject choices that will give
young people “the most options” when it comes to accessing such universities (Russell Group, 2013).
It mainly focuses on advice regarding post-16 subjects, highlighting the importance of the ‘facilitat-
ing’ subjects of English Literature, Maths, History, Geography, Languages, Physics, Chemistry and
Biology. Our focus here is on subject choices at age 14-16, for which the Russell Group provides
much more general advice. Instead, we focus on whether young people are studying at least three of
what might be considered pre-cursors to these post-16 ‘facilitating’ subjects: English, Maths, History,

Geography, Languages, Physics, Chemistry and Biology.

As something of a comparison, we consider whether individuals studied for any applied GCSEs.
These were introduced in the 2002 Education Act, as part of a policy to increase the diversity of the
14-19 curriculum. However, this policy has since been criticised, with some of these qualifications
having their equivalence to GCSEs in performance tables downgraded since this period. Those who
did so tend to be less advantaged and have lower prior attainment than those who did not. According
to Table 2, they are certainly among the least academically selective subjects, which is hardly sur-
prising as they were used as alternatives to more academically focused subjects for individuals for

whom these seemed less appropriate.

We consider the importance of studying the full set of subjects required to be eligible for the English
Baccalaureate (EBacc). Recent government policy has sought to incentivise more young people to

take this combination of subjects arguing that this provides young people with the skills they need for

11



the future. Others have countered that this approach may be harmful because the focus on ensuring
passes in these subjects may be to the detriment of other subjects. For a pupil to count towards
their school’'s EBacc measure they must achieve a C grade or above (often referred to as a ‘good
pass’) in the following GCSE subjects: English, Mathematics, History or Geography, two sciences
and a Modern or Ancient Language. However, the introduction of this performance measure comes
after the cohort we consider took their GCSEs. This strengthens our approach since it eliminates
the possibility that individuals took these subjects specifically in order to achieve the EBacc, which
may increase any selection issue; constructing an indicator of studying EBacc subjects artificially for
this cohort should give us a cleaner estimate of whether studying the required subjects improves
university entry chances in and of itself. We construct a binary measure according to whether pupils
study the full set of subjects that would make them eligible for the EBacc if they a) go on achieve at
least a grade C in all of them and b) were in a later cohort when the measure had been introduced.
We find that one third of the sample studied subjects that would have make them eligible for the

EBacc in later years.

We also consider whether individuals study specific elements that make up the EBacc. We as-
sess whether individuals study two or more sciences i.e. two of Physics, Chemistry and Biology as
separate subjects or a combined ‘double’ award in sciences during this period. Previous work on
the importance of subject choice during secondary school has focussed on whether young people
study Science, Technology, Engineering and Maths (STEM)-related subjects (Tripney et al., 2010;
Codiroli, 2015), particularly reflecting concerns about a gender gap in uptake of such subjects, al-
though Codiroli (2015) highlights that this may not be the case among individuals from advantaged
backgrounds. Particularly for science subjects, it seems plausible that universities are likely to prefer
individuals who have taken these more detailed tracks. Just under a third (30%) of the sample report

studying for at least two separate sciences or a double award.

When analysing whether individuals study foreign languages we only consider the main languages
studied in English secondary schools: French, German, Italian and Spanish. In the data, all other
subjects are simply encoded as ‘Other’ and we wish to exclude those who study for a qualification
in their first language, which often makes up a majority of those studying such qualifications (Vi-
dal Rodeiro, 2009). This cohort was one of the first for whom studying a language to age 16 was no
longer compulsory; nevertheless, 60% study one of these main languages during this period. Finally,
from the components of the EBacc, we compare individuals who study History or Geography with
those who do not. Almost two thirds (64%) of the sample do so and, in common with other elements
of the EBacc, they are generally more advantaged and have higher prior attainment than their peers

who do not do so.

12



Table 3: Main reason young people report for choosing optional subjects at age 14

Reason Percentage Average Subject Selectivity Score
Advised by parent or teacher 4.0 -0.27
Subijects help or needed for next step 37.9 -0.05
Perceived ease of subjects for me 14.6 0.07
Enjoyment of subjects 36.8 0.10
Other reasons 6.8 -0.25
Total 100 0.00

Notes: Weighted using LSYPE Wave 2 sample design and non-response weights.

Next Steps also includes data on young people’s self-reported reasons for choosing the optional
subjects they pursue from age 14. We explore these reported motivations, while bearing in mind
that self-reports should not necessarily be taken at face value. We group these as follows: advised
by a parent of teachers; subjects help or are needed for their future plans; enjoyment of subjects;
and unspecified other reasons. We report the frequency of these in Table 3, along with the average
subject selective score of young people giving each response. 38% of young people report they
primarily base this decision on the likely value of these subjects for they next steps in their education
or entry to the labour market, while just slightly fewer (37%) report their main motivation is enjoyment
of these subjects. Far fewer individuals report that they make their choice due to perceived ease of
subjects for them (15%), because they were advised by their parent, teacher or school (4%) or other

reasons (7%).

Individuals that report these different motivations for their choices also differ in the academic selectiv-
ity of the subjects they study. Perhaps surprisingly, those who say they choose subjects because they
will help or are needed for their future plans are studying subjects with a below average academic
selectivity. This appears to be because a larger proportion of individuals reporting this motivation
are studying applied subjects, which they presumably see as helpful for non-academic tracks into
the labour market. By contrast, those who report choosing their subjects on the basis of enjoyment

choose the most academically selective mix of subjects.

Wave 7 of Next Steps covers young people aged 19-20. Hence the data allow us to model the entry to
university through what might be thought of as the ‘traditional’ route, going from sixth form or further
education college to university, either the same year or after a single gap year. While this includes
the majority of those who attend university, later entrants would not be represented. The exclusion
of this potentially interesting subpopulation should be noted; in particular, it could affect the results
if subjects studied at GCSE are associated with later entry to university. We also consider entry to

a Russell Group institution; the Russell Group is a group of 20 research-intensive UK institutions,’

"The Russell Group has since increased in size but for the individuals in the cohort considered it consisted of the follow-
ing 20 universities: University of Birmingham, University of Bristol, University of Cambridge, Cardiff University, University
of Edinburgh, University of Glasgow, Imperial College London, Kings College London, University of Leeds, University of
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which are often considered to be amongst the most prestigious universities in the UK.

Next Steps includes a rich set of data measuring young people’s socioeconomic status (SES), in-
cluding household income, parental education, and parental occupational status, all of which are
important in measuring SES (Hauser, 1994). Household income is measured at each wave between
1 and 4. As previous research has suggested ‘permanent’ income (rather than transitory income)
has a much larger effect on young people’s educational outcomes (Jenkins and Schluter, 2002, p.2).
An approximation of the household’s equivalised ‘permanent’ income is made by averaging across
these four measures and dividing by the square root of household size. Previous work suggests that
Next Steps underestimates household income to some extent, relative to social surveys where it is a

major focus (Anders, 2012b).

Parental education also captures an important aspect of socioeconomic status; one explanation for
this is that it “may alter the ‘productivity’ of [parents’] time investments in children” (Ermisch and
Pronzato, 2010, p.1). Whatever the explanation, a number of studies have found evidence of a
causal impact of parents education on children’s educational outcomes (Chevalier, 2004; Ermisch
and Pronzato, 2010; Havari and Savegnago, 2014), making it an important factor to take into account.
Similarly, social class is seen by sociologists as a key element of an individual’s SES (Goldthorpe and
McKnight, 2004), in particular as “young people (and their families) have, as their major educational
goal, the acquisition of a level of education that will allow them to attain a class position at least as
good as that of their family of origin” (Breen and Yaish, 2006, p.232). Parents’ occupational status is
recorded in Next Steps using the National Statistics SocioEconomic Classification (NS-SEC), which
was designed to capture social class differences between the different occupational types (Rose and
Pevalin, 2001).

Table 4: Median family characteristics by quintile group of socioeconomic status index

Quintile Q1 Q2 Q3 Q4 Q5

group

Parental Edu- <A*-CGCSE A*-CGCSE A Level HE < Degree Degree
cation

Occupational ~ Routine Routine Intermediate  Higher Higher
Status occupations  occupations  occupations  occupations  occupations
Family Income 5,830 9,780 13,286 16,618 29,910
(£p.a.)

N 1,680 1,525 1,580 1,618 1,602

Notes: Adjusted using LSYPE-provided Wave 7 survey design, attrition and non-response weights. Family income is

equivalised by dividing by the square root of household size. Sample: Wave 7 respondents with non-missing data on
university attendance, constituent socioeconomic indicators, subject choice variables, and prior attainment data.

The a