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In the 1990s, the Australian Government expanded the education system to meet increasing
demand for highly skilled workers generated by the transition into a post-industrial economy.
Although the number of domestic university undergraduate students has trebled since the 1970s,
the association between parents’ education and child’s social position has endured, signalling that
expansion did not facilitate social mobility. Highly-educated parents continue to secure advantages
for their children therefore educational expansion has not been accompanied by declining inequality
in outcomes. Using data from the most recent wave of the HILDA project, this paper examines the
effect of parents’ education on educational attainment paying particular attention to the perceived
qualitative differences in university-level qualifications. The findings show that the children of highlyeducated parents are more likely to attend more prestigious universities and graduate with more
prestigious qualifications.

Introduction
As Australia restructured from an industrial to post-industrial economy during the latter part
of the twentieth century, demand for highly skilled workers led to a reorganisation of the
tertiary education sector and a massive increase in the number of student undertaking
university degrees. Between 1970 and 2012, the number of students enrolled in Australian
universities increased from around 117,000 to around 1,258,000 (DEEWR 2000, DoE 2013).
Despite this expansion, only 17 per cent of undergraduate university students who entered
university in 2012 were from low socio-economic backgrounds (DoE 2013). Given that
university-level educational qualifications are the gatekeepers of managerial and professional
occupations (Arum et al. 2007), the increased opportunities for undertaking study and the
development of new pathways into university, the lower participation rate for socioeconomically disadvantaged individuals suggests that the expansion of the higher education
sector has had a limited impact on social mobility.
The Australian Higher Education System
The major expansion of the higher education system occurred in 1989 when Colleges of
Advanced Education (CAE) and Institutes of Technology (IT) were amalgamated to form
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new universities (Moodie and Wheelahan 2009). Since 1988, the number of Australian
universities has almost doubled from 20 to 39. Although 37 of these universities are publicly
funded, there are qualitative differences between universities in regards to the status of the
programs offered and research activities. Eight universities (Go8) are regarded as being
research-intensive and attract the bulk of funding for research and the majority of research
post-graduate students. Each of the Go8 universities is located in a state capital city. The
remaining 31 universities are located in metropolitan and regional areas. Many have multiple
campuses and some are dual sector institutions providing both university programs and
Vocational Education and Training (VET) programs.
To fund the expansion of the higher education system, the Federal Government made
several changes to the way universities are funded. Prior to 1974, universities charged
students up-front tuition fees. Between 1974 and 1989, tuition fees were abolished and
undergraduate university education was free. Since 1989, when the Higher Education
Contribution Scheme (HECS) was introduced, university students have been required to
make a contribution towards the cost of their higher education through an income-contingent
student loans scheme (Chapman 1997; Marks and McMillan 2007). Students receive an
interest-free loan (although the balance is adjusted each year to take account of inflation)
from the government which they then repay via the taxation system once their income
reaches a threshold roughly equivalent to the average graduate entry level salary. Low
income students are able to access a means-tested scheme of income support, however, less
than 171,000 students in undergraduate level programs were in receipt of this financial
assistance in 2012 (DSS 2013).
The expansion of the higher education sector was accompanied by an increase in Year
12 retention rates from just 28 per cent in 1969 to 87 per cent in 2012 (ABS 1979; ABS
2013). Although the successful completion of secondary school is the traditional, and remains
the most popular pathway into university, the recent development of alternative pathways
into university provides access to higher education to a broad cross-section of the population.
Alternative pathways into higher education include the completion of a VET course,
completion of an enabling course or associate degree at a university, completion of the
Special Tertiary Admissions Test or professional experience. University students who enter
via one of these alternative pathways are regarded as non-traditional students. In 2010, 55 per
cent of undergraduate students entered university via alternative pathways (Watson et al.
2013).
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Persistence of educational inequality
Research conducted in other advanced Western nations has shown that inequality related to
class of origin persists despite the expansion of higher education (Alon 2009; Arum,
Gamoran and Shavit 2007; Blanden and Machin 2004; Breen et al. 2009; Breen and
Goldthorpe 1997; Golthorpe 2007; Holm and Jaeger 2008; Lucas 2001; Triventi 2013a; Van
de Werfhorst and Hofstede 2007). Arum and others (2007) study of 13 nations showed that
although the gender gap in educational attainment had diminished as women benefitted more
than men from the expansion of higher education, class inequalities persisted. Blanden and
Machin (2004) found that the benefits of quadrupling university student numbers in the UK
over three decades were not distributed equally among people from richer and poorer
backgrounds with the gap in educational attainment between the wealthiest 20 per cent and
the poorest 20 per cent increasing from14 percentage points in 1981 to 37 percentage points
in 1999. Breen and others (2009) examined data from nine European nations finding that
although there had been a decline in inequality in educational attainment at secondary level,
inequality in transitions to tertiary education had not diminished.
Theoretical Perspectives
There are many theories which inform the discussion on why the expansion of the higher
education has not resulted in more students from low socio-economic backgrounds
graduating from university including: Relative Risk Aversion (RRA) theory; Maximally
Maintained Inequality (MMI) theory; and Effectively Maintained Inequality (EMI).
Researchers using Relative Risk Aversion theory suggest that inequalities in educational
attainment persist because young people, regardless of socio-economic background, are more
concerned with avoiding downward mobility than with achieving upward mobility (Breen
and Goldthorpe 1997; Goldthorpe 1996; Goldthorpe 2007; Goldthorpe and Breen 2007;
Holm and Jaeger 2008; Jackson et al. 2005). Therefore, students from low socio-economic
status families have weaker incentives to pursue higher education compared to their peers
from high socio-economic status families because a university degree is not necessary for
students from low socio-economic backgrounds to maintain their social position and avoid
downward social mobility (Holm and Jaeger 2008). Young people, and their parents, make
rational choices about which level of education is needed to maintain their social position
taking into consideration the direct costs such as tuition fees and textbooks, as well as the
indirect costs such as foregone earnings and the possibility of academic failure (McLean and
Rollwagen 2010).
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Several European researchers have found evidence to support Relative Risk Aversion
Theory (Goldthorpe and Breen 2007; Holm and Jaeger 2008; van de Werfhorst and Hofstede
2007). For example, van de Werfhorst and Hofstede (2007) found that children from all
social backgrounds were equally concerned with maintaining their social position and
avoiding downward mobility and hence there was a strong correlation between having highly
educated parents and wanting to achieve university qualifications. Holm and Jaeger (2008)
also found that students from higher social class positions were more likely to aspire to and
attain higher levels of education.
Maximally Maintained Inequality theory argues that before the impact of social class
on educational attainment can be reduced, ‘saturation’ among the privileged class needs to be
achieved (Raferty and Hout 1993: 57). The results of a cross national comparison of 13
countries conducted by Arum, Gamoran and Shavit (2007) found support for Maximally
Maintained Inequality theory concluding that expansion alone does not alleviate inequality; it
is only when all of the students from the privileged class are accommodated and universities
still have capacity to accept more students that inequality is reduced. Alon (2009: 732)
examined inequality in post-secondary enrolments in the US finding relative class differences
persisted during the expansion of higher education because when saturation point at a certain
level of education occurred, inequality shifted to the next level of attainment.
Effectively Maintained Inequality (EMI) argues that socioeconomically advantaged
parents seek out, and secure, any degree of advantage wherever possible (Lucas 2001). As the
proportion of students completing any particular level of education increases, socioeconomically advantaged parents seek out qualitative differences to ‘secure quantitatively
similar but qualitatively better education’ for their children (Lucas 2001: 1652). In other
words, in an era of mass higher education, social class continues to have an effect on
outcomes as those from more privileged backgrounds concentrate in higher quality and more
prestigious institutions and those from less privileged backgrounds take up opportunities in
less prestigious institutions (Triventi 2013a). Lucas (2001) concludes that the ability of socioeconomically advantaged students to attain higher levels of education than that predicted by
their academic ability provides evidence that inequality is effectively maintained.
According to Triventi (2013a; 2013b), differentiation in the higher education sector
occurs on both vertical and horizontal dimensions Vertical stratification refers to differences
in course levels such as diplomas, degrees and post-graduate degrees whereas horizontal
stratification refers to differences between institutions and academic disciplines or fields of
study. In order to maintain their advantage during this era of mass higher education, students
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from higher social classes need to enrol in higher quality programs in higher quality
institutions and consider undertaking post-graduate study. Triventi’s research confirmed that
university graduates with tertiary-educated parents were more likely to graduate from more
prestigious institutions and enter well-rewarded occupations than those with less educated
parents, thus providing support for the EMI thesis. Research conducted by van de Werfhorst,
Sullivan and Cheung (2003) shows that, after controlling for prior academic ability, students
from service class backgrounds were more likely than students from manual class
backgrounds to undertake undergraduate degrees in medicine and law. Van de Werfhorst et
al. concluded that although the expansion of higher education in the UK increased
opportunities for upward mobility in educational attainment, this may not have resulted in
upward mobility in occupational attainment. As the proportion of the population with
university qualifications increases, field of study and institution become increasingly
important for securing high status occupations.
Each of these theories suggests that the expansion of the higher education sector in
Australia may have had little impact on the association between parents’ education and
child’s education. However, the availability of alternative pathways into university and the
propensity of older Australians to return to education (Chesters and Watson 2013), may serve
to dilute the effect of social origin on educational attainment. This paper examines whether
the association between parents’ education and child’s educational attainment changed during
the period of rapid expansion of the higher education sector. Drawing on these theories, the
research questions ask: Has the association between parents’ education and child’s
educational attainment diminished over time? Is there any evidence of qualitative differences
in educational attainment according to parents’ education?
Data
The data for this study come from the Household, Income and Labour Dynamics in Australia
(HILDA) survey. HILDA is a panel survey which collects data from the same respondents
each year. In the first year, 2001, a nationally representative sample of all Australian
households was selected and 13969 individuals aged 15 years or older living in those
households were interviewed (Summerfield et al 2013). Using the data from wave 12
(collected in 2012 n=17476), I restrict the sample to those aged at least 25 years of age and
randomly select one person per household (n= 8856). I do not include those aged less than 25
years as they may still be completing their initial education.
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Variables
To determine whether the effect of parents’ education on educational attainment diminished
after the expansion of the higher education sector, I examine the relationship between
parents’ education and type of school attended and educational attainment for six birth
cohorts of Australians. Parents’ education is based on the highest level of education achieved
by either parent and has four categories: school; VET (a certificate or diploma); CAE/IT
(qualification from a College of Advanced Education or Institute of Technology); University
Bachelor Degree or higher qualification. Other researchers have found that parents’ education
is a strong predictor of educational attainment (Pfeffer 2008; Triventi 2013a; van de
Werfhorst and Hofstede 2007). The type of school attended has three categories: Government
school; Catholic school; Independent school. Government schools educate around 70 per cent
of Australian children and are mainly funded by the state and territory governments with
some additional funding provided by the Australian Government. Catholic and Independent
schools are partially funded by the Australian Government and charge tuition fees. Marks and
McMillan (2007:359) argue that the existence of independent schools provides a mechanism
by which ‘intergenerational inequalities are maintained’ because wealthy families are able to
select the more prestigious, and more expensive, independent schools for their children thus
securing their advantage.
The educational attainment variable has five categories: less than Year 12 (did not
complete secondary education); Year 12 (completed secondary education); VET (completed a
Certificate, Diploma or Advanced Diploma at a VET institution); Bachelor degree; Postgraduate degree. The differences in categories for parents’ education and respondent’s
education reflect changes in the education system during the second half of the twentieth
century, in particular the 1989 reforms. Sex and birth cohort are included as control variables.
Birth cohort has six categories: born before 1941; 1941-1950; 1951-1960; 1961-1970; 19711980; 1981-90.
To test whether there are qualitative differences in educational attainment according
parents’ education, I examine the relationship between parents’ education and type of
university attended, field of study and completion of a post-graduate degree controlling for
the effects of pathway into university, birth cohort and sex. The type of university attended
variable is coded 1= graduated from a Go8 research-intensive university and 0 = graduated
from another university. The field of study variable is coded 1= medicine/law and 0= other
6
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field. The level of study is coded 1= post-graduate degree and 0 = completed a
Bachelor/Honours degree. The pathway into university variable is coded 1 = traditional,
completed Year 12 prior to entering university; and 0= non-traditional, did not complete Year
12 prior to entering university. Due to the smaller sample size, the birth cohort variable is
recoded into two categories: <1971 and 1971-1990. Those born in 1971 would have
completed secondary school around the time of the 1989 reforms which increased the number
of universities. The parent education variable is recoded into two categories: school/VET and
Tertiary (CAE, IT, university). The type of school attended variable is recoded into two
categories: government and non-government.

Analytical strategy
In the first phase of the analyses, I conduct a series of logistic regressions to predict the odds
of attending a non-government school; completing Year 12 at school; and graduating from
university according to parents’ education. Some of the interaction terms for sex with each of
the predictor variables produced statistically significant results, therefore, the analyses are run
separately by sex. Birth cohort is included to control for the effects of the expansion of the
higher education sector. In the second phase of the analysis, I restrict the sample to university
graduates only (n=1685) and conduct logistic regression analysis to predict the odds of
graduating from a Go8 research-intensive university, of completing a medicine or law degree,
and of completing a post-graduate qualification according to parents’ education, controlling
for the effects of sex, birth cohort, type of school attended and pathway into university.
Interaction terms for sex and each of the predictor variables were not statistically significant,
therefore, rather than run the analyses separately for sex, I include sex as a control variable.
Results
Phase 1
The descriptive statistics, reported in Table A.1 in the Appendix, show the increased uptake
of post-secondary education for each birth cohort of respondents. Just 15 per cent of
respondents in the youngest cohort had not completed Year 12 or a post-secondary
qualification compared to 55 percent of those born before 1941. The percentage with a
university degree increased from 13 per cent of those born before 1941 to 35 per cent of those
born between 1971 and 1980. There has also been a dramatic increase in the percentage of
7
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respondents with university-educated parents from five per cent of the oldest cohort to 30 per
cent of the youngest cohort.
Table 2 reports the association between parents’ education and attendance at a
government school controlling for sex and birth cohort. Having parents with a tertiary level
education, either from a College of Advanced Education, Institute of Technology (CAE/IT)
or a university is associated with decreased odds of attending a government school for both
males and females, net of the effects of birth cohort. Females with parents with Vocational
Education and Training (VET) qualifications were also less likely to attend a government
school than females with parents who had no post-school qualifications.

Table 2 Odds of attending government school by parents’ education
Males
Odds ratio
Std. err.
Parent’s education
School (ref.)
VET
CAE/IT
University
missing
Birth cohort
<1941 (ref.)
1941-1950
1951-1960
1961-1970
1971-1980
1981-1990
Constant
n=
Pseudo R2

Females
Odds ratio
Std. err.

0.940
0.574***
0.366***
0.706

0.082
0.080
0.038
0.140

0.845*
0.634***
0.369***
0.628**

0.070
0.090
0.037
0.113

1.166
1.291*
1.516***
0.973
1.239
3.180***
4328
0.0284

0.157
0.167
0.196
0.125
0.169
0.327

1.166
1.468***
1.882***
1.364**
1.176
2.559***
4528
0.0270

0.146
0.176
0.226
0.161
0.147
0.229

*** p<0.001; ** p<0.01; * p<0.05
Table 3 reports the association between parents’ education and completing Year 12 at
school controlling for sex, birth cohort and type of school attended. Having parents with postschool qualifications is associated with increased odds of completing Year 12 at school for
both males and females, net of the effects of birth cohort and type of school attended. Those
with university-educated parents were five times more likely to complete secondary school
compared to those with parents who did not have any post-school qualifications. Younger
cohorts were more likely to have completed Year 12 at school compared to those born before
8
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1941 which is no surprise given the increase in Year 12 retention rates mentioned earlier.
Attending an independent school increased the odds of completing Year 12 by four for males
and by 3.5 for females, net of the effects of parents’ education and birth cohort.

Table 3 Odds of completing Year 12 by parents’ education
Males
Odds ratio
Std. err.
Parent’s education
School (ref.)
VET
CAE/IT
University
Missing
Birth cohort
<1941 (ref.)
1941-1950
1951-1960
1961-1970
1971-1980
1981-1990
Type of school
Government (ref.)
Catholic
Independent
Other/missing
Constant
n=
Pseudo R2

Females
Odds ratio
Std. err.

1.31***
3.022***
4.944***
1.247

0.101
0.422
0.576
0.230

1.553***
3.472***
4.989***
1.222

0.121
0.509
0.580
0.220

1.566***
2.350***
1.968***
4.168***
5.122***

0.211
0.300
0.249
0.548
0.707

1.481**
3.282***
3.887***
8.918***
10.408***

0.219
0.438
0.511
1.205
1.507

2.137***
4.072***
0.372*
0.200***
4328
0.1462

0.209
0.513
0.176
0.022

1.433***
3.566***
1.118
0.119***
4528
0.1896

0.133
0.455
0.465
0.014

*** p<0.001; ** p<0.01; * p<0.05
The odds of graduating from university according to parents’ education and
controlling for sex, birth cohort and type of school attended are reported in Table 4. Those
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with parents holding post-school qualifications were more likely to have graduated from
university, net of the effects of birth cohort and type of school attended. Males with
university-educated parents were three times more likely and females with universityeducated parents were four times more likely to graduate from university than their peers
with lower-educated parents. The pattern of increasing odds for each of the younger cohorts
reflects the expansion of the higher education sector. Attendance at a non-government school
is also associated with increased odds of graduating from university, net of the effects of the
other factors.

Table 4 Odds of having a university degree by parents’ education

Parent’s education
School (ref.)
VET
CAE/IT
University
Missing
Birth cohort
<1941 (ref.)
1941-1950
1951-1960
1961-1970
1971-1980
1981-1990
Type of school
Government (ref.)
Catholic
Independent
Other/missing
Constant
n=
Pseudo R2

Male
Odds ratio

Std. err.

Female
Odds ratio

Std. err.

1.261*
3.449***
3.193***
1.680*

0.137
0.517
0.380
0.385

1.594***
2.493***
4.357***
1.311

0.161
0.393
0.494
0.288

1.421
1.970***
1.609**
2.248***
1.855***

0.269
0.346
0.283
0.391
0.336

3.278***
5.153***
5.947***
8.660***
6.555***

0.779
1.143
1.299
1.872
1.455

2.374***
2.747***
0.422
0.061***
4328
0.0905

0.256
0.322
0.315
0.010

1.602***
2.854***
0.721
0.024***
4528
0.1315

0.165
0.332
0.409
0.005

*** p<0.001; ** p<0.01; * p<0.05
Phase 2
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This section focuses on whether parents’ education is associated with qualitative differences
in educational attainment, therefore the analyses are restricted to university graduates
(n=1685). Qualitative difference is measured by graduation from a Go8 research-intensive
university, the most prestigious eight institutions in Australia, field of study and the
completion of a post-graduate degree. The descriptive statistics for this subsample are
included as Table A.2 in the Appendix. One result that may seem counterintuitive is that 18
percent of university graduates born before 1971 entered via a non-traditional pathway,
however, previous research has shown that a sizeable proportion of the Australian population
return to education after spending some time in the labour force (Chesters and Watson 2013).
Table 5 reports the odds of graduating from a Go8 research-intensive university
according to parents’ education controlling for sex, birth cohort, type of school attended and
pathway into university. The first model shows that those with highly educated parents were
more likely to graduate from a Go8 research-intensive university than graduates with lower
educated parents, net of the effects of birth cohort and sex. Those born after 1970 were less
likely to graduate from a Go8 university than those born before 1971, suggesting that
opportunities spawned by the expansion of higher education were concentrated in non-Go8
universities. Females were less likely to graduate from a research-intensive university than
males, net of the effects of the other variables. In the second model, I add in type of school
attended and pathway into university finding that parents’ education is no longer predicts
type of university. This is not surprising given that parents’ education predicts type of school
attended and completion of secondary school. Attendance of a non-government school
increases the odds of graduating from a Go8 research-intensive university. The increase in
odds of graduating from a Go8 research-intensive university for those who entered via the
traditional pathway is expected given that Go8 universities typically require the completion
of Year 12 prior to accepting students.
Table 5 Odds of graduating from a Go8 research-intensive university by parents’ education
Model 1
Odds ratio
Std. err.
Male (ref.)
Female
Parent’s education
School/VET (ref.)
CAE/IT/ University
Birth cohort
<1971 (ref.)
1971-1990

Model 2
Odds ratio
Std. err.

0.726**

0.074

0.752**

0.078

1.338**

0.141

1.207

0.130

0.617***

0.065

0.543***

0.059
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Type of school
Government (ref.)
Non-Government
Pathway
Non-traditional (ref.)
Traditional
Constant
n=
Pseudo R2

0.758**
1685
0.0166

0.071

1.576***

0.166

2.055***
0.355***
1685
0.0338

0.378
0.065

*** p<0.001; ** p<0.01; * p<0.05
Table 6 reports the odds of completing a medicine or law degree according to parents’
education controlling for sex, birth cohort, type of school attended and pathway into
university. The first model shows that parents’ education had no effect, net of the effects of
birth cohort and sex. Females were less likely to complete a medicine or law degree than
males, net of the effects of the other variables. In the second model, I add in type of school
attended and pathway into university finding that attendance of a non-government school
increases the odds of graduating with a medicine or law degree, net of the effects of the other
factors. Pathway into university has no effect.
Table 6 Odds of undertaking a medicine or law qualification by parents’ education
Model 1
Odds ratio
Std. err.
Male (ref.)
Female
Parent’s education
School/VET (ref.)
CAE/IT/ University
Birth cohort
<1971 (ref.)
1971-1990
Type of school
Government (ref.)
Non-Government
Pathway
Non-traditional (ref.)
Traditional
Constant
n=
Pseudo R2

Model 2
Odds ratio
Std. err.

0.578**

0.117

0.583**

0.118

1.364

0.128

1.300

0.268

1.267

0.260

1.236

0.259

1.542*

0.313

0.980
0.059***
1685
0.201

0.348
0.021

0.069***
1685
0.0144

0.128

*** p<0.001; ** p<0.01; * p<0.05
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The odds of completing a post-graduate qualification according to parents’ education
controlling for sex, birth cohort, type of school attended and pathway into university are
presented in Table 7. The results for Model 1 show that when it comes to the completion of a
post-graduate qualification, parents’ education has no effect, net of the effects of sex and
birth cohort. That younger individuals were less likely to have completed a post-graduate
degree compared to older individuals is not surprising given that post-graduate degrees are
typically completed later in the life course. When type of school and pathway into university
are added into the second model, attending a non-government school is associated with
increased odds of completing a post-graduate degree and pathway into university has no
effect.

Table 7 Odds of completing a post-graduate qualification by parents’ education
Model 1
Odds ratio
Std. err.
Male (ref.)
Female
Parent’s education
School/VET (ref.)
CAE/IT/ University
Birth cohort
<1971 (ref.)
1971-1990
Type of school
Government (ref.)
Non-Government
Pathway
Non-traditional (ref.)
Traditional
Constant
n=
Pseudo R2

Model 2
Odds ratio
Std. err.

1.063

0.108

1.079

0.110

1.077

0.112

1.029

0.109

0.410***

0.042

0.393***

0.042

1.400***

0.145

1.082
0.968
1685
0.0384

0.176
0.158

1.161
1685
0.0336

0.107

*** p<0.001; ** p<0.01; * p<0.05
Discussion
Given the increased employment opportunities for highly skilled professionals and the
decreased demand for low skilled workers, the associations between parent’s and child’s
educational attainment became relatively more important as Australia transitioned from an
13
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industrial to a post-industrial economy. The completion of a university degree was,
traditionally, the pathway into high status occupations. The massive expansion of the higher
education sector since the 1989 Dawkins reforms led to a dramatic increase in the proportion
of the population holding university level qualifications suggesting that social mobility via
educational attainment has become more achievable, however, as Lucas (2001) argues as
more people acquire university level educational qualifications, those from high socioeconomic backgrounds will seek out qualitatively better university qualifications to ensure
that they maintain their advantage in the labour market.
The effects of the expansion of the higher education sector are clearly shown in Table
2 with just 13 per cent of those born before 1941 holding a university qualification compared
to 35 per cent of those born between 1971 and 1980. There has also been a dramatic increase
in the percentage of parents with university level qualifications, increasing from 5 per cent
for the ‘born before 1941’ cohort to 30 per cent for the ‘1981 to 1990’ cohort. Despite this
increase, parents’ education continued to have an effect on each of the three measures
relating to child’s education. The odds of attending a government school declined as parents’
level of education increased. Males and females with university-educated parents were less
than 40 per cent as likely to attend a government school as those with parents with no postschool qualifications, net of the effects of birth cohort. The odds of completing Year 12 at
school increased as level of parents’ education increased. Both males and females with at
least one university-educated parent were five times more likely to complete Year 12 at
school than their peers with low-educated parents. Completion of a university degree was
also related to parents’ education. Males with at least one university-educated parent were
three times more likely than males with parents with no post-school qualifications. Having at
least one university-educated parent increased the odds of graduating from university by four
for females.
Previous research conducted by Marks and McMillan (2007) found that individuals
born between 1971 and 1980 from service class backgrounds were twice as likely as those
from manual class backgrounds to graduate from university. Typically those in the service
class hold high level educational qualifications therefore their findings are similar to the
results presented here. Relative Risk Aversion theory may provide an insight into these
results. As Breen and Goldthorpe (1997) note, advantaged parents seek to maximise their
children’s chances of acquiring the educational qualifications required to maintain their social
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status, therefore, they are willing to invest resources, such as money and time, into pursuing
the educational pathway most likely to end in high status educational qualifications.
After establishing that parents’ education continues to be positively associated with
child’s educational attainment, I then examined whether there were any qualitative
differences in university qualifications according to parents’ education. The resulted
presented here provide some support for Lucas’ (2001) EMI theory. Initially, having at least
one parent with a university degree increased one’s odds of graduating from a Go8 researchintensive university, controlling for the effects for sex and birth cohort, however when type of
school attended and pathway into university were included in the model, the effect for
parents’ education declined in significance. As shown previously, attendance of a nongovernment school and completion of Year 12 at school are strongly associated with parents’
education. The effect of parents’ education on graduating with a high status degree, either
medicine or law, was also transmitted via the completion of Year 12 at secondary school.
Traditional students were 1.5 times more likely to graduate with a high status degree
compared to non-traditional students, net of the effects of sex, parents’ education, birth cohort
and type of school attended. Traditional students were also more likely to complete a postgraduate degree compared to non-traditional students. The link between parents’ education
and choice of degree mirrors the findings of van de Werfhorst, Sullivan and Cheung’s (2003)
examination of educational attainment in the UK. Their results showed that even after
controlling for prior academic ability, children from the professional class were more likely
to graduate from university with high status degrees such as medicine and law.
Overall these results suggest that parents’ education is most potent in securing
advantage via the school system prior to the transition into university. This confirms the
findings of Marks and McMillan (2007) who concluded that the independent school sector
provided a mechanism via which intergenerational inequalities could be maintained.
Although 70 per cent of Australian students attend government schools, children who are
disadvantaged in terms of socio-economic status, Aboriginality, or disability are overrepresented in the government school sector (Gonski et al. 2011) suggesting that despite
being partially funded by the government, independent schools retain the ability to select
advantaged students and maintain their appeal to high socio-economic families. Jackson,
Goldthorpe and Mills (2005) found that the association between social origin and educational
attainment in Sweden also appears early in the school career thus limiting the equalizing
effect of expanding the tertiary education sector. Research conducted in the US by Alon
15

Draft: Seminar presentation ANZSIG 27/2/2014

(2009) found that just three per cent of students attending first tier, four year institutions were
from low socio-economic status families. The general theme in international research is that
the expansion of higher education has created new levels of stratification ensuring that even
if inequality in educational attainment declines, inequality in occupational status persists thus
ensuring that the intergenerational transmission of inequality endures.
Conclusion
This paper set out to determine whether the expansion of the higher education sector
increased social mobility in Australia finding that, in line with previous international
research, the expansion of higher education has not eliminated the intergenerational
transmission of advantage. Having a university-educated parent continues to be associated
with an increased likelihood of graduating from university. Furthermore, amongst those who
do graduate from university there is evidence of qualitative differences in their qualifications
according to the type of school attended which in turn varies according to parents’ education.
Therefore, despite several decades of expansion, the higher education sector in Australia
continues to perpetuate class inequality.
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APPENDIX
Table A.1: Descriptive statistics for Phase 1 analyses (n= 8856)
Characteristic

Male
Female
Education
<Year12
Year 12
VET
Bachelor/Honours

<1941
n=1207
%
46
54

19411950
n=1255
%
51
49

19511960
n=1618
%
50
50

19611970
n=1818
%
49
51

19711980
n=1630
%
47
53

19811990
n=1328
%
50
50

55
7
25
7

43
7
29
11

28
9
35
13

25
10
39
14

15
15
35
21

15
23
32
23
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Post graduate
Type of school
Government
Catholic
Independent
Other/missing
Parents’ education
School
VET
CAE/ IT
University
Missing

6

10

15

13

14

9

71
16
12
1

74
16
9
1

76
15
8
1

79
13
8
0.3

70
16
14
0.5

69
17
13
0.8

63
25
5
5
2

54
32
5
7
2

47
34
7
10
3

39
37
7
14
3

30
34
7
23
5

25
33
6
30
6

Table A.2 Descriptive statistics of the subsample used for Phase 2 analyses (n=1685)
Characteristic

Male
Female
Type of school
Government
Non-government
Parents’ education
School/VET
CAE/ IT/university
Pathway into university
Non-traditional
Traditional
Type of university
Go8
Other
Field of Study
Medicine/law
Other
Level of degree
Post-grad
Bachelor/Honours

<1971
n=880
%
49
51

1971-1990
n=805
%
41
59

62
38

53
47

67
33

47
53

18
82

4
96

58
42

69
31

94
6

93
7

55
45

34
66

19

