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SYNOPSIS

The paper draws on a wider study which is part of the ESRC’s Learning Society
research programme. The study compares performance in initial and continuing
education in Scotland and England. Here we report on the part of the analysis
ZKLFKGHDOVZLWKSHUIRUPDQFHLQLQLWLDOHGXFDWLRQ.H\ÀQGLQJVLQFOXGHWKHODUJH
QXPEHUVRIXQTXDOLÀHGDGXOWVDVWKHOHJDF\RIDSUHYLRXVO\KLJKO\SRODULVHGV\VWHP
and the fact that it was girls’ greater schooling achievements which mainly account
for Scotland’s earlier lead in initial education performance. We conclude that the
differences between England and Scotland are reducing; and raise some questions
about the foundation laid by the Scottish initial education system for a learning
society.
BACKGROUND AND SCOPE

This study was part of the ESRC Learning Society Research Programme and was
a joint project with colleagues at the University of Ulster. We explored why there
appear to be, in our respective countries, a high performance in initial education but
low participation in adult education and training, and lower reported aspirations to
SDUWLFLSDWHLQDGXOWOHDUQLQJ 6DUJDQW)LHOGDQG6FKXOOHU 7KHGLYHUJHQFH
EHWZHHQ¶SHUIRUPDQFH·LQLQLWLDODQGFRQWLQXLQJHGXFDWLRQLVLQERWKFDVHVUHODWLYHWR
WKHSHUIRUPDQFHRI(QJODQG DQGEHFDXVHRI(QJODQG·VVL]HWRWKHUHVWRIWKH8. 
7KHVWDUWLQJGHÀQLWLRQRI¶SHUIRUPDQFH·ZDVLQWKHYHU\JHQHUDOWHUPVXQGHUO\LQJ
the publicly accepted notion of the superiority of Scottish education: higher
DFKLHYHPHQWRITXDOLÀFDWLRQVE\\RXQJ6FRWVVWURQJHUSURJUHVVLRQIURPVFKRROWR
KLJKHUHGXFDWLRQDQGDPRUHKLJKO\TXDOLÀHGZRUNIRUFH%XWRIFRXUVHFRPSDULVRQ
LVQRWVLPSOHLQSDUWEHFDXVHWKH6FRWWLVKHGXFDWLRQV\VWHPLVVLJQLÀFDQWO\GLIIHUHQW
from the English in a number of respects, but also because the statistics covering
the two systems also differ somewhat in their detail, and have changed over time in
GLIIHUHQWZD\V IRUDGLVFXVVLRQRI¶FRPSDUDWLYH·VWXGLHVZLWKLQWKH8.VHH5DIIH
%UDQQHQ&UR[IRUGDQG0DUWLQDQG6FKXOOHUDQG%XUQV $IXUWKHUHQGHPLF
SUREOHPLVSUHFLVHO\WKHGLIÀFXOW\RIVHSDUDWLQJRXWLQLWLDOIURPFRQWLQXLQJHGXFDWLRQ
within the statistical picture. Given these problems one principal component of the
study has been to examine the statistical evidence in greater depth, with two aims
in mind:
•

to supply a more detailed picture on the basis of which we might come to
some judgement on whether a divergence exists, and

•

by conducting such a review to sharpen up our understanding of how the
issues involved can best be explored, statistically and otherwise.

This paper sets out to contribute to this by drawing together comparative statistics
RQVFKRROSDUWLFLSDWLRQDQGTXDOLÀFDWLRQVDQGSURJUHVVLRQLQWRIXUWKHUDQGKLJKHU
HGXFDWLRQ VHH6FKXOOHUDQG%DPIRUGIRUDIXOODFFRXQWRIWKHSURMHFW 2XU
primary conclusion is that whilst there are still marked differences between Scotland
DQG(QJODQGLQERWKLQLWLDODQGFRQWLQXLQJHGXFDWLRQWKHVHDUHRIOLPLWHGVLJQLÀFDQFH
and variation within Scotland is often greater than variation between Scotland and
England. We look initially at statistics on school and early post-school education
and maps these over time and this is followed by a consideration of educational
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destinations post school, and, in particular, progression onto higher and further
education courses. Finally we offer a brief conclusion.
SCHOOLS: LEAVING AND STAYING ON

Staying on or leaving: 15 and 16 plus
7KHÀJXUHVLQWKLVVHFWLRQVKRZKRZSDUWLFLSDWLRQDQGDFKLHYHPHQWLQVFKRRODQG
SRVWVFKRROHGXFDWLRQKDYHLQFUHDVHGRYHUWKHODVWRU\HDUV:HKDYHJRQH
back in time because we wanted to try and map school and post school participation
for older adults as well as younger ones. Someone approaching 60 probably left
VFKRRODWZLWKQRTXDOLÀFDWLRQVDVRIFKLOGUHQLQWKHHDUO\VGLG)RU
their grandchildren today, two-thirds or more continue in education beyond 16,
DQGYHU\IHZ OHVVWKDQLQ6FRWODQG OHDYHVFKRROZLWKQRJUDGHGUHVXOWV7KHVH
changes have knock-on effects: the length of a child’s parents’ education has been an
important determinant of whether or not he or she stays on at school. (See Burnhill,
Garner and McPherson, 1988 for a discussion of the historical relationship between
WKHTXDOLÀFDWLRQVRISDUHQWVDQGFKLOGUHQ 
The trend for young people to leave school when they reached the school leaving
age of 15 gradually shifted from being something that most children did, to something
ZKLFKZDVSUHWW\HYHQO\GLYLGHG,QRQO\RQHÀIWKRIVFKRROSXSLOVLQ6FRWODQG
stayed on at school. By 1957 this had risen to a quarter, by 1962 to over a third, and,
ten years later, to a half. There was a very similar trend in England and Wales too.
But more 15 year olds stayed on in these countries - around 8% more throughout this
WLPH &HQWUDO6WDWLVWLFDO2IÀFH E &62 D 7DEOH 1
The relative numbers staying on at school changed with the raising of the school
OHDYLQJDJH,Q6FRWODQGZDVVXGGHQO\DKHDGRI\HDUROGVVWD\HG
RQDWVFKRROLQ6FRWODQGFRPSDUHGZLWKRQO\LQ(QJODQG(YHQWDNLQJWKH
higher percentage of 16 year olds in non-advanced further education in England
LQWRDFFRXQWGRHVQRWDOWHUWKLVE\6FRWODQGKDGRYHUWDNHQ(QJODQGLQWKH
SURSRUWLRQRI\HDUROGVLQHGXFDWLRQ VHHWDEOH 
Table 1: Staying on at school or enrolling in non-advanced full time or
sandwich courses of further education: 16 year olds
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6RXUFH&62 D 7DEOH

The reasons for more 16 year olds staying on in school in Scotland go beyond the legal
raising of the school leaving age. It coincided with several other developments: the
LQWURGXFWLRQRIFRPSUHKHQVLYHHGXFDWLRQWKHXQLÀFDWLRQRIWKHWHDFKLQJSURIHVVLRQ
and, external to the education system, the collapse of the youth labour market. It
is impossible to disentangle the effects of these several developments, but it can
be safely assumed that it was the combination of them which made the impact of
raising the school leaving age greater in Scotland.
Scotland held its lead in the percentage of 16 year olds staying on in education



LQWRWKHV,QRI\RXQJSHRSOHLQ6FRWODQGFRQWLQXHGDWVFKRROLQ
full-time education at 16-plus, compared with 28% in England and Wales (Raffe
DQG&RXUWHQD\ 0HDQZKLOHDVLJQLÀFDQWFKDQJHZDVKDSSHQLQJHOVHZKHUH
Outwith Scotland, non-advanced further education was expanding, and it was
attracting increasing numbers of 16 year olds. In 1979/80, England, Wales and
Northern Ireland all had 15% of 16 year olds in non-advanced further education,
ZKLOVW6FRWODQGVWLOOKDG &62 E 7DEOH 2USXWGLIIHUHQWO\LQWKH
1970s at least 50% more 16 year olds went on to non-advanced further education in
England at 16 than did in Scotland, and two or three times as many at 17. By 1985,
a third of young people over 16 who were still in education were in FE colleges
in England and Wales, compared with just one in ten Scotland. (See Raffe and
Courtenay, 1988; it is also worth noting that whilst sixth form colleges in England
RIIHUHG$OHYHOVYHU\IHZIXUWKHUHGXFDWLRQFROOHJHVLQ6FRWODQGRIIHUHG+LJKHUV
*RYHUQPHQW ÀJXUHV VXJJHVW WKDW RYHU WKH ODVW WHQ \HDUV WKH JURZWK LQ WKH
percentage of 16 year olds in education in Scotland has remained static whilst
participation in England, Wales and Northern Ireland has increased dramatically.
Table 2: 16 year olds in school or further education, 1985/6 and 1993/4.
Participation rate measured as a percentage of the 16 year-old population in
Full-time and Part-time study
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Wales
Scotland
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6RXUFH216 D 7DEOH

/DWHVWÀJXUHVIURP5HJLRQDO7UHQGVDUHVLPLODUWRWKRVHDERYH,Q6FRWODQGLQ
1995/6, 85.8% of 16 year olds were in full-time education and government sponsored
WUDLQLQJFRPSDUHGZLWKLQ(QJODQG 6HH216 D 7DEOH 
+RZHYHUÀJXUHVFRPSDULQJSDUWLFLSDWLRQSUHVHQWDQXPEHURISUREOHPV7KHÀUVW
concerns the counting of part-time participation in further education. In Scotland,
to cite work by David Raffe of the Centre for Educational Sociology at Edinburgh
University, Skillseekers uses more further education than youth training does in
(QJODQG7KLVVXJJHVWVWKDW5HJLRQDO7UHQGVÀJXUHVLQFOXGHPRUH\RXQJSHRSOHLQ
Scotland who have left school and are on a government scheme. They may contain
other anomalies which could lead them to overestimate levels of participation and
rates of growth, such as counting in 16 year olds waiting to reach the leaving date
(made likely by different national practices in when a 16 year old is able to leave
VFKRRO 7KHVHDQRPDOLHVKDYHOHG5DIIHXVLQJGDWDIURPWKH<RXWK&RKRUW6WXG\LQ
England and Wales and the Scottish School Leaver Survey, to conclude that if you
allow for age, then participation in full-time post-compulsory education in Scotland is
now lower in Scotland than in the rest of Britain. For young people entitled to leave
school in 1990 at 16, England, Wales and Scotland had broadly similar percentages
still in school or in full-time further education one year later. But two years after
OHDYLQJVFKRRO6FRWODQGKDGGURSSHGEHKLQG%\DJHSOXVRIVWXGHQWVLQ
Scotland, compared with 52% in England were at school, further or higher education.
%\DJHSOXVWKHÀJXUHVZHUHRIVWXGHQWVLQ6FRWODQGFRPSDUHGZLWK
in England (Raffe, Biggart, Fairgrieve and Howieson, 1998 2 



To sum up, broadly speaking there are three phases in the trajectory of when
young people in Scotland and England left school. Up to the mid-1970s, Scotland
ODJJHGZHOOEHKLQGZLWKPRUHOHDYLQJDWWKHÀUVWRSSRUWXQLW\5DLVLQJWKHVFKRRO
leaving age brought a dramatic change, with more 16 year olds staying on in school in
Scotland, and there has been a higher percentage of 16 year olds in school in Scotland
ever since. More recently, the other countries of the UK have improved their rates of
participation, in particular through the provision of non-advanced FE. Whilst Regional
Trends suggests that Scotland has a continuing lead in the percentages of 16 year olds
in school or further education, full and part-time, cohort surveys indicate that Scotland
loses this lead for full-time participation beyond age 16.
/HDYLQJZLWKRXWTXDOLÀFDWLRQV
In 1971/2, 55% of Scottish school leavers had no graded results - compared with
LQ(QJODQG 3HUFHQWDJHVFDOFXODWHGIURP6FRWWLVK2IÀFH7DEOHDQG
&62 E 7DEOH (QJODQGVDZDGUDPDWLFLPSURYHPHQWLQWKHVVR
that by the early 1980s, at most 12% were leaving school with no graded results.
6FRWODQGPHDQZKLOHVWLOOKDGRIER\VDQGRIJLUOVOHDYLQJZLWKQRJUDGHG
results in 1981/2. In 1986/7, before Standard Grade had an effect, the difference
was still wide: almost twice as many Scottish school leavers had no graded results,
FRPSDUHGZLWKVFKRROOHDYHUVLQ(QJODQG &62 E 7DEOH 
It took educational reform - the replacement of Scottish O grades with Standard
Grades - to bring the percentage of Scottish school leavers with no graded results
below 10%. (Standard Grades began to replace Ordinary grades in 1986, and, by
KDGVXSHUVHHGHGWKHP (QJODQGPHDQZKLOHKDGDFKLHYHGMXVWOHDYLQJ
ZLWKQRJUDGHGUHVXOWVLQ &62 E 7DEOH 7RGD\6FRWODQG
has fewest young people leaving school with no graded results: Regional Trends
JLYHV6FRWODQGDWFRPSDUHGZLWK(QJODQGDW:DOHVDWDQG
1RUWKHUQ,UHODQGDW7KH8.DYHUDJHLV 216 D 7DEOH
)LJXUHVDUHIRU 
,WLVSRVVLEOHWKHQWRLGHQWLI\WKUHHSKDVHVLQWKHKLVWRULFDOSLFWXUHRIXQTXDOLÀHG
young people:
a. Up to the-mid 1970s when more young people in Scotland left school at the
ÀUVWRSSRUWXQLW\ZLWKQRTXDOLÀFDWLRQV(QJODQGZDVVOLJKWO\DKHDGZLWK
IHZHUOHDYLQJDQGIHZHUKDYLQJQRTXDOLÀFDWLRQV
E $ SHULRG ZKHQ WKH SHUFHQWDJHV OHDYLQJ ZLWK QR TXDOLÀFDWLRQV IHOO WR OHVV
WKDQ(QJODQGDFKLHYHGWKLVE\DQG6FRWODQGQRWXQWLOWKHHDUO\
1990s.
c. Very recent years, when Scotland has managed to keep improving the numbers
ZKROHDYHVFKRROZLWKDQ6&(RUHTXLYDOHQWTXDOLÀFDWLRQZKLOVW(QJODQG
has not.
7KHVHFKDQJHVLQWKHSHUFHQWDJHVOHDYLQJVFKRROZLWKQRTXDOLÀFDWLRQVDUHGUDPDWLF
RQHV 6HYHQ RXW RI WHQ 6FRWWLVK VFKRRO OHDYHUV KDG QR TXDOLÀFDWLRQV LQ 
three decades later it was less than one in 25. One important implication of this is
that there are still very many adults in Scotland - more than in England - who will
KDYHOHIWVFKRROZLWKQRTXDOLÀFDWLRQV<HWWKH\GRQRWVKRZXSLQWKHÀJXUHVIRU
TXDOLÀFDWLRQVLQWKHZRUNIRUFHVXJJHVWLQJWKDWJDLQLQJQRTXDOLÀFDWLRQVDWVFKRROLV
a continuing cause of social exclusion. The poor performance of the school system
in this respect one, two and three decades ago will continue to leave its legacy for
DQRWKHU\HDUV
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6FKRROTXDOLÀFDWLRQV
Over time, the picture is one of rising achievement throughout the UK. But there
are differences in how sharply levels of attainment improved, and in the relative
SURSRUWLRQVRIWKRVHDFKLHYLQJPRVWDQGWKRVHDFKLHYLQJOHDVW VHHWDEOHVDE
DQGF ,QLQ6FRWODQGRIVFKRROOHDYHUVDFKLHYHGRUPRUH+LJKHUV
E\WKLVKDGULVHQWRDQGE\WRDURXQG &62 F 
7DEOH&62 E 7DEOH&62 E 7DEOH 7KHSURSRUWLRQV
getting even higher levels also rose, and the proportions getting only very low ones
at Standard Grade or equivalent dropped. How does this transformation compare
with what is going on elsewhere?
It appears that Scotland was already ahead of England at the higher end of school
OHDYHUVDFKLHYLQJRUPRUH+LJKHUVLQZKHQ6RFLDO7UHQGVVWDUWHGSXEOLVKLQJ
ÀJXUHV,QWKHUHPDLQGHURIWKHVWKHJDSLQFUHDVHGIURPDURXQGLQ
WRLQ,QWKHVLWVORZO\ZLGHQHGLQLQDQG
LQ &62 F 7DEOH&62 E 7DEOHVDQG 7KH
QH[WGHFDGHVDZWKHJDSZLGHQIXUWKHUZLWK(QJODQGUHDFKLQJWR6FRWODQG·V
EXWDVZLWKVWD\LQJRQUDWHVWKHQH[WGHFDGHVDZDGUDPDWLFFORVLQJRIWKHJDS
7RGD\6FRWODQGKDVORVWLWVOHDGLQWKHSHUFHQWDJHOHDYLQJVFKRROZLWKRUPRUH
Highers/2 or more A levels - the minimum grades necessary for university entry.
Table 3a: School leavers’ examination achievements 1973/4
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6RXUFH&62 E 7DEOHVDQG

Table 3b: School leavers’ examination achievements 1983/4
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6RXUFH&62 E 7DEOHVDQG
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Table 3c: Examination achievements 1995/6
Pupils in their last year of compulsory education percentages
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6RXUFH216 D 7DEOH

The relationship between high and low or no achievement may be a key characteristic
RIWKHHIIHFWRIHGXFDWLRQV\VWHPV7RJHWVRPHLGHDRIWKHFKDQJLQJSURÀOHZHFDQ
VWDUWE\VHWWLQJWKH6FRWWLVKÀJXUHRIDFKLHYLQJDWOHDVW+LJKHUV
DJDLQVWWKHRI\HDUROGVZKROHIWVFKRROWKDW\HDUDWWKHHDUOLHVWRSSRUWXQLW\
D¶UDWLR·RI0RYLQJIRUZDUGWRZHFDQMX[WDSRVHWKHJHWWLQJ
RUPRUH+LJKHUVZLWKWKHZKRGLGQRWJHWDQ\2JUDGHVDUDWLRRI
)RUZDUGDQRWKHU\HDUVDQGWKHUHVSHFWLYHÀJXUHVDUHDQGDUDWLR
of 0.86. A little more than another decade later, and not only has cross-over occurred,
EXWHLJKWWLPHVDVPDQ\  KDYH+LJKHUVDVKDYHQRJUDGHGUHVXOWV  D
UDWLRRI)RU(QJODQGWKHHTXLYDOHQWUDWLRVDUHIRUIRU
DQGIRU
7KHVH ÀJXUHV VKRZLQJ 6FRWODQG·V SDVW OHDG LQ WKH SHUFHQWDJHV ZLWK  SOXV
Highers and its lead in the percentages leaving school with no graded results, lead
us to conclude that in the 1960s, 1970s and indeed much of the 1980s, Scotland
had a much more polarised pattern of achievement. More young people gained
TXDOLÀFDWLRQVDGHTXDWHIRU RUQHDUO\VR XQLYHUVLW\HQWUDQFHEXWDWWKHVDPHWLPH
PRUHOHIWVFKRROHDUO\DQGJDLQHGQRRUDOPRVWQRTXDOLÀFDWLRQV7KLVSRODULVHG
SDWWHUQRIDWWDLQPHQWZDVUHGXFHGEHFDXVHWKHLQFUHDVHLQKLJKO\TXDOLÀHGVFKRRO
leavers was not as fast as the reduction in the proportions leaving with nothing. By
1995/6, differences between England and Scotland had shrunk. England had caught
up in the higher levels of achievement and Scotland had made better headway
in reducing the numbers leaving with no graded results. The pattern is one of
convergence not divergence.
Gender differences
The examination attainments of girls and boys have also differed historically and
by nation. Today, girls are outperforming boys in school examination achievements
LQDOO8.FRXQWULHVDQGDWDOOOHYHOV VHHWDEOH 
The difference between girls’ and boys’ performance has varied by country in the
past. That girls are ahead of boys in performance in school examinations is a trend that
goes back to the mid and late 1970s. In the 1960s, boys were in the lead in Scotland at
the higher levels of achievement: more boys left school with 5 or more Highers, even
WKRXJKPRUHJLUOVOHIWZLWKWR 627DEOH %\WKHHDUO\VJLUOV·
and boys’ performance at this level was pretty even, at 11%, and stayed at this until
1986/7. From then, girls started to pull ahead, and they increased their lead year on
\HDU%\PRUHJLUOVOHIWVFKRROZLWKRUPRUH+LJKHUJUDGHV 3RZQH\
7DEOH $WWKHOHYHORIRUPRUH+LJKHUVJLUOVPRYHGLQWRWKHOHDGDJRRG
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decade sooner, in the mid 1970s. Again, girls have increased this lead year on year,
DQGE\LWVWRRGDWSHUFHQWDJHSRLQWV 62&KDUW 
Table 4: Examination achievements of pupils in schools:
by region and gender 1995/6 percentages
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6RXUFH216 E 7DEOH
* Pupils aged 17 to 19 at the end of the school year in England, Wales and Northern Ireland as a percentage
RIWKH\HDUROGSRSXODWLRQ)RU6FRWODQGWKHÀJXUHVUHODWHWRSXSLOVLQ\HDUV66JDLQLQJWKUHHRU
more SCE Higher grade passes as a percentage of the 17 year old population.

$JJUHJDWHGÀJXUHVIRU%ULWDLQVXJJHVWWKDWJLUOVGLGQRWRYHUWDNHER\VHOVHZKHUHXQWLO
ODWHU,QIRUH[DPSOHRIJLUOVDQGRIER\VOHIWVFKRROZLWKRUPRUH
A levels or their equivalent. Ten years later, boys still had a slight lead, and it was
EHIRUHJLUOVVWDUWHGWRSXOODKHDG &62 D DQG7DEOH $
slightly different measure of school leavers with one or more Higher/A level show
girls moving ahead sooner in Scotland than in England too. By the mid-1980s, girls
were ahead in all the UK countries apart from England, where they only crept into
the lead in the next few years. Girls in Scotland had the biggest lead. The Scottish
Leavers Survey for 1995 revealed the effect of the difference in school attainment
DPRQJVW\HDUROGV,WIRXQGWKDWRIZRPHQFRPSDUHGZLWKRIPHQ
KHOG+LJKHUJUDGHV 7D\ORUS 
*HQGHUGLIIHUHQFHVLQJDLQLQJQRTXDOLÀFDWLRQV
,Q6FRWODQGPRUHER\VOHDYHVFKRROZLWKQR6&(TXDOLÀFDWLRQVDQGZKLOVWWKH
percentages have dropped dramatically, boys are still a little more likely to have no
TXDOLÀFDWLRQVWKDQJLUOVDUH)RUER\VWKLVKDVGURSSHGIURPLQWR
LQLQDQGLQIRUJLUOVLWKDVGURSSHGIURPWR
DQG,QWKHVDQGVIHZHUJLUOVWKDQER\VOHIWVFKRROZLWK
QRTXDOLÀFDWLRQVLQ(QJODQG:DOHVDQG1RUWKHUQ,UHODQGDOVRDOWKRXJKWKHVL]HRI
difference varied. In England, the gap was smaller, and it was greatest in Northern
,UHODQG 3HUFHQWDJHVFDOFXODWHGIURP&62 E  7DEOH DQGÀJXUHVIURP
62 &KDUW  
These gender differences in performance suggest that girls moved ahead in
educational performance in Scotland well in advance of England. Boys have been
VOLJKWO\PRUHOLNHO\WROHDYHVFKRROZLWKQRTXDOLÀFDWLRQV$QGSHUKDSVJRLQJIXUWKHU
back in time, girls have achieved less at the highest levels.
Gender differences at Standard Grade
Throughout Great Britain, at GCSE and Standard Grade level, girls’ performance
has increased more rapidly than boys’ and boys are performing less well than girls
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in most subjects. In Scotland, girls are doing better than boys in English, modern
foreign languages, and in creative subjects. Boys only do consistently better than girls
in one subject: physical education. Girls’ performance has been steadily improving
over that of boys - girls take slightly more subjects, and attain a slightly better grade
3RZQH\ 
That there continue to be gender differences in occupations and indeed vocational
training post school is borne out by the Scottish School Leavers Survey. Figures
IRUIRUWR\HDUROGVLQIXOOWLPHMREVRURQWUDLQLQJVFKHPHVVKRZ¶WHQ
times as many men as women were working or being trained in the construction
LQGXVWU\RIPHQFRPSDUHGZLWKRIZRPHQ&RQYHUVHO\ÀYHWLPHVPRUH
women than men were working in the areas of health, education and social work;
RIZRPHQFRPSDUHGZLWKRIPHQDQGWZLFHDVPDQ\ZRPHQDVPHQZHUH
working in other community, social and personal services; 10% of women compared
ZLWKRIPHQ· 7D\ORUS 
National Targets
One way that the school and non-advanced further education achievements of young
people can be measured and compared is through the Advisory Scottish Council for
(GXFDWLRQDQG7UDLQLQJ $6&(77 WDUJHWVRQHDQGWZR7KHVHDOORZFRPSDULVRQV
between the different countries of the UK, and, indeed, between different areas of
Scotland.
Figures for 1997 show that, in achieving target one (the proportion of 19-21
\HDU ROGV ZLWK *694 /HYHO ,, 6WDQGDUG *UDGHV   RU HTXLYDOHQW  6FRWODQG
leads England by 6 percentage points. Scotland is also in the lead in target two
WKHSURSRUWLRQRI\HDUROGVZLWK*694/HYHO,,,+LJKHU$&RUHTXLYDOHQW 
although no UK country is likely to reach the year 2000 target of 70%. (ASCETT,
 
+RZHYHUWKHVH6FRWWLVKÀJXUHVPDVNYHU\ODUJHUHJLRQDOGLIIHUHQFHV)LJXUHV
IURPWKH6FRWWLVK2IÀFHIRU ZKLFKDUHGLIIHUHQWIURPWKRVHSURGXFHGE\
$6&(77 EHFDXVH WKH 6FRWWLVK 2IÀFH RQO\ LQFOXGHV SHRSOH DFKLHYLQJ WKH OHYHOV
WKURXJK6&(DQG1DWLRQDO&HUWLÀFDWHPRGXOHV VKRZZLGHYDULDWLRQVLQOHYHOVRI
DWWDLQPHQWE\HGXFDWLRQDXWKRULW\DUHD$FFRUGLQJWRWKHVHÀJXUHVRIWKH
\HDUROGSRSXODWLRQKDVDFKLHYHGWDUJHWRQHWKURXJKWKHDFDGHPLFURXWH
and 15.9% through the vocational one. The highest scoring local authorities on the
DFDGHPLFURXWHDUHWKH2UNQH\,VOHV DW WKH6KHWODQG,VOHV DW DQG
(DVW5HQIUHZVKLUH DW 7KHKLJKHVWVFRUHUVRQYRFDWLRQDOURXWHDUHWKH(LOHDQ
6LDU DW 6WLUOLQJ DW DQG2UNQH\,VODQGV DW /RZHVWVFRUHUV
RQWKHDFDGHPLFURXWHDUH*ODVJRZ&LW\  (DVW/RWKLDQ  DQG1RUWK
$\UVKLUH  
For target 2, success by region shows a similar pattern. Orkney, Shetland and
the Eilean Siar are closest to the target, and Highland is level with Shetland. Orkney
again has the highest academic score, and Eilean Siar the highest vocational one.
Glasgow and Lanarkshire have the lowest academic score. The achievements of girls
and boys has levelled, although girls achieve more by the academic route, and boys
E\WKHYRFDWLRQDO)LJXUHVIURPWKH6FRWWLVK2IÀFHVKRZDYHU\ZLGHUDQJHZLWK
68.9% of girls in Clackmannanshire achieving the academic target in 1996/7 - and
RQO\RIER\VLQ:HVW'XPEDUWRQVKLUH9RFDWLRQDOVFRUHVDOVRYDU\ZLGHO\
0.2% of girls in East Lothian and 55% of girls in Eilean Siar achieving the target
through the vocational route. Nor do high academic scores necessarily go with low
vocational scores and vice-versa. Highland, Orkney, Shetland and Western Isles
score well on both. Lanarkshire, Glasgow, West Dumbartonshire and West Lothian
score badly on both.
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Conclusions
We conclude that divergence between performance in school and early post-school
education between Scotland and England has been largely eroded. Figures for 1998,
for school performance, show that England has all but caught up with Scotland in
the percentages gaining the minimum grades necessary for university entry. In those
areas where Scotland has had a lead - greater numbers with 5 or more Standard
Grades; percentages reaching targets 1 and 2 - progress in Scotland has been slow
giving other countries the chance to catch up. But the routes which Scotland and
other UK countries have taken to reach this point have diverged in ways which will
continue to matter to Scotland’s adults over decades to come.
As we have shown above, Scotland has had a more polarised pattern of
achievement than England. In the 1960s, 1970s and indeed much of the 1980s, more
\RXQJSHRSOHJDLQHGTXDOLÀFDWLRQVDGHTXDWHIRU RUQHDUO\VR XQLYHUVLW\HQWUDQFH
DQGPRUHDOVROHIWVFKRROHDUO\DQGJDLQHGQRRUDOPRVWQRTXDOLÀFDWLRQV*LUOV
have outperformed boys at school for longer in Scotland, overtaking boys in the
QXPEHUVDFKLHYLQJRUPRUH+LJKHUVLQDQGWKH\KDYHLQFUHDVHGWKHLUOHDG
at this level year on year. (Girls did not overtake boys at this level elsewhere until
 ,QUHFHQWWLPHVWKHQPXFK HYHQLIQRWDOO RI6FRWODQG·VEHWWHUSHUIRUPDQFH
in initial education is down to girls doing better. But whilst girls may be doing better
RQDYHUDJHVXEMHFWFKRLFHUHPDLQV¶JHQGHUHG·VRWKDWWKHHGXFDWLRQZKLFKJLUOVDQG
boys receive, especially beyond Standard Grade, is not the same.
:KDWLVWKHVLJQLÀFDQFHRIWKLVIRUDGXOWV"2OGHUPHQDQGZRPHQDUHERWKPRUH
OLNHO\WKDQQRWWRKDYHOHIWVFKRROZLWKQRTXDOLÀFDWLRQVVRWKDWWKHUHZLOOEHPRUH
SHRSOHRIZRUNLQJDJHLQ6FRWODQGZLWKQRVFKRROTXDOLÀFDWLRQVRQZKLFKWREXLOG
,IZHLQFOXGHSHRSOHZKROHIWVFKRROEHIRUHWKHHDUO\V SHRSOHLQWKHLUPLGV
DQGROGHUWRGD\ WKHQWKH¶KDUGHVWFRUH·RIQRQSDUWLFLSDQWVLQFRQWLQXLQJHGXFDWLRQ
ROGHUXQTXDOLÀHGPDOHVPD\EHPRUHVLJQLÀFDQWLQ6FRWODQGWKDQHOVHZKHUH
EDUCATIONAL DESTINATIONS POST SCHOOL

As soon as we leave schools behind we run into a problem about measuring the
relationship between initial and continuing education in any overall sense. The
GLVWLQFWLRQLWVHOILVQRWDGLIÀFXOWRQHWKRXJKLWKDVIX]]\HGJHV,QLWLDOHGXFDWLRQ
refers to that period, however long it may be, of education as a preparatory phase,
whilst continuing education refers to learning undertaken after a break. But the
transition into further and higher education is becoming more blurred - or has a
¶UDJJHG HGJH· WR XVH 3HWHU %XUQKLOO·V SKUDVH %XUQKLOO    DV \RXQJ SHRSOH
leave school without effectively entering the labour market. These uncertainties
are augmented by the growing trend towards mixing work and studying, because of
WKHFKDQJHVLQÀQDQFLDODVVLVWDQFHWRVWXGHQWVFKDQJHVLQWKHSDWWHUQVRIIXOOWLPH
and part-time provision, student consumption patterns and family relationships (see
6FKXOOHU5DIIH0RUJDQ.OHLQDQG&ODUN 
([WUDFWLQJDFRKHUHQWSURÀOHIURPWKHÀJXUHVLVKLJKO\SUREOHPDWLF%ULQJLQJ
together statistics on participation in the different countries of the UK is also a
GLIÀFXOW H[HUFLVH EHFDXVH GLIIHUHQW GHSDUWPHQWV KDYH EHHQ UHVSRQVLEOH IRU WKH
collection of statistics in each country. In the following section, we try to track where
those who continue in full-time education in Scotland are based, and to evaluate
how their participation compares with that of young people in the other countries
RIWKH8.
Higher Education
,Q WKH WKUHH GHFDGHV IURP  WR  WKH QXPEHU RI VWXGHQWV HQUROOHG LQ
higher education in Scotland multiplied from 29,000 to 202,000, a 7-fold increase.



627DEOHDQG7DEOH( 3DUWLFLSDWLRQKDVLQFUHDVHGLQDOOWKH
countries of the UK, although not in quite the same ways. Historically, Scotland
KDVEHHQDKHDG%XWWKHUHFHQWUDWHRIJURZWKFRPSDULQJÀJXUHVIRUDQG
1992, and taking full-time and part-time students of all ages - has been slower in
Scotland than the UK average for students on courses in higher education except
for non-degree courses where Scotland is at the UK average. In the UK, there was
DLQFUHDVHLQVWXGHQWVRQÀUVWGHJUHHFRXUVHVFRPSDUHGZLWKDLQFUHDVH
LQ6FRWODQG DQGDLQFUHDVHLQ(QJODQG $QGLQ6FRWODQGWKHUHZDVD
LQFUHDVH LQ VWXGHQWV RQ KLJKHU HGXFDWLRQ FRXUVHV RYHUDOO FRPSDUHG ZLWK D 
LQFUHDVHLQWKH8. 3DUU\7DEOH 
Age and participation
The Age Participation Index for the UK gives some indication of how more recent
ÀJXUHVIRUSDUWLFLSDWLRQEUHDNGRZQE\DJH7KLV$3, DGLIIHUHQWGHÀQLWLRQLVXVHG
LQ6FRWWLVKVWDWLVWLFV LVGHÀQHGDVWKHQXPEHURI8.GRPLFLOHGLQLWLDOHQWUDQWVWR
full-time and sandwich undergraduate higher education who are aged under 21,
expressed as a percentage of the average number of 18 and 19 year olds in the
population.
Table 5: % Age Participation Indices within the UK by country, 1989-1993
<HDU
England
:DOHV
6FRWODQG
*%
1,UHODQG
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Source: NCIHE, 1997, Report 6: Table 1. Figures from HESA, 1996.

7KH$3, IRU 6FRWODQG LV GHÀQHG E\ WKH 6FRWWLVK 2IÀFH (GXFDWLRQ DQG ,QGXVWU\
'HSDUWPHQW 62(,' DVWKHQXPEHURI6FRWWLVKGRPLFLOHGÀUVWWLPHHQWUDQWVWRIXOO
time higher education in the UK who are aged under 21, expressed as a percentage
of the base population of 17 year olds in Scotland in the previous year. It shows a
ULVHEHWZHHQDQGIURPWR7KHSURSRUWLRQRIDOO
\HDUROGVLQIXOOWLPH+(LQ6FRWODQGKDVDOVRVKRWXSIURPLQWR
LQ6RE\QRZDOPRVWH[DFWO\RQHLQWKUHHRIWKH\HDUSRSXODWLRQ
in Scotland is in full-time HE. (NCIHE, 1997, Report of the Scottish Committee,
7DEOHDQG62 
:KLOVW WKHVH ÀJXUHV VKRZ KRZ SDUWLFLSDWLRQ KDV LQFUHDVHG DPRQJVW \RXQJ
people, they point to something else too: that participation in higher education in
6FRWODQGLVPRUH¶IURQWORDGHG·WKDQLWLVHOVHZKHUH VHHWDEOH 6WDUWLQJZLWKWKH
\HDUROGVZHFDQVHHIURP+LJKHU(GXFDWLRQ6WDWLVWLFV$JHQF\ +(6$ VWDWLVWLFV
that even given the tiny numbers, there is a big discrepancy between Scotland and
England: in England the proportion is 1 in 10,000, in Scotland it is 1 in 200. At 17,
WKHUHDOO\VLJQLÀFDQWGLIIHUHQFHHPHUJHVQHDUO\RIWKH6FRWWLVKSRSXODWLRQLV
already in higher education, compared with only just over a quarter of one per cent
for England. For the 18-20 age group, Scotland has gone from being far out in front
WREHLQJQDUURZO\ERWWRPRIWKHSLOHZLWKFRPSDUHGWR(QJODQG·V)URP
WKHQRQ6FRWODQGFRQWLQXHVWRRFFXS\ERWWRPSODFHXQWLOZHJHWLQWRWKH\HDUROGV
and above, when Northern Ireland takes over. But Scotland is lowest in the all age



LQGH[WKH3RSXODWLRQ3DUWLFLSDWLRQ,QGH[DWFRPSDUHGZLWKWKH8.ÀJXUH
of 2.59% and an English one of 2.58%.
Table 6: Higher education participation rates by country of the UK and
by age band 1995 percentages
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Source: HESA, no date, Table 2.

1RZOHWXVORRNDWWKHÀJXUHVIURPDQRWKHUDQJOHWKHGLVWULEXWLRQRIVWXGHQWVE\DJH
The data in table 7 is calculated from HESA regional statistics. It shows that over
RI6FRWWLVKXQGHUJUDGXDWHVLQZHUHXQGHUFRPSDUHGZLWKXQGHU
of English ones. Conversely, there was a 5 point gap in the percentages over 25, with
RI6FRWVIDOOLQJLQWRWKLVFDWHJRU\FRPSDUHGZLWKRYHURI(QJOLVK
Table 7: UK domiciled students by age group and level of study 1995/6
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Source: Calculated from HESA, 1997, Table 1.5

7KHVHÀJXUHVFRQÀUPWKHIURQWORDGHGFKDUDFWHURI6FRWODQG·VHGXFDWLRQV\VWHP
Compared to England more young people are retained in the school system beyond



VFKRROOHDYLQJDJH0RUHRIWKHPDFTXLUHTXDOLÀFDWLRQVZKLFKJLYHHQWU\WRKLJKHU
education. More of them pass on directly to higher education, and more of them do
so earlier. Once over 20, fewer are in higher education (at least in higher education
LQVWLWXWLRQV DQGWKLVFRQWLQXHVWREHWUXHWKURXJKDOOWKHUHPDLQLQJDJHJURXSV
'RHVWKLVGLIIHUHQWDJHSURÀOHPDWWHU"2QRQHLQWHUSUHWDWLRQWKHMREKDVEHHQ
done. Entry into higher education continues to expand. Lower participation rates
ODWHURQ VLPSO\UHÁHFWWKDWPRUH RI WKH SRSXODWLRQKDV DOUHDG\ JRW WKHLUGHJUHHV
RURWKHU+(TXDOLÀFDWLRQVWKHUHLVQRWWKHVDPHQHHGIRUDFFHVVWR+(E\DGXOWV
2QWKHROGKXPDQFDSLWDOPRGHOWKLVLVHIÀFLHQWWKHLQYHVWPHQWVKRXOGEHPDGH
as early as possible. But this success is less convincing in achieving the goals of
lifelong learning.
0RUH UHFHQW ÀJXUHV IURP WKH 6FRWWLVK +LJKHU (GXFDWLRQ )XQGLQJ &RXQFLO
6+()& ZKLOVWWKH\DUHIRU6FRWODQGRQO\VKRZKRZZLGHO\SDUWLFLSDWLRQLQKLJKHU
education varies by age. The peak age for male and female participation in higher
education is 18 - and is comprised mainly of students who have entered HE soon after
leaving school. This group is dominated by those taking courses full-time, although
WKHUHDUHDOVRVLJQLÀFDQWQXPEHUVRI\RXQJHUPDOHVWXGHQWVWDNLQJSDUWWLPHKLJKHU
HGXFDWLRQFRXUVHVIRUH[DPSOHRQEORFNRUGD\UHOHDVH 6+()&SS 
Courses and levels
There are national differences in the levels of courses which students enrol for, and
the places where they study. A far higher proportion of higher education in Scotland
WDNHVSODFHLQ)(FROOHJHVWKDQLQ(QJODQG2IWKH+(VWXGHQWVLQ
67000 were in FE - over one quarter of the total, and about double the proportion in
England. Some of these were studying for degrees (17% of full-time undergraduate
SURYLVLRQDQGRISDUWWLPHXQGHUJUDGXDWHSURYLVLRQLQ6FRWODQGLVSURYLGHG
E\)(FROOHJHV 1&,+(5HSRUWRIWKH6FRWWLVK&RPPLWWHHS %XWWKH
PDMRULW\RIWKHVHZHUHVWXG\LQJIRU+1&VRU+1'V RIDOO+(VWXGHQWVLQ
6FRWODQGZHUHQRWVWXG\LQJDWSRVWJUDGXDWHRUÀUVWGHJUHHOHYHO 7KHÀJXUHLQFUHDVHG
by 11% over the previous year. In addition to the 67000 HE students in FE, there
ZHUHVWXGHQWVRQ)(FRXUVHVLQ6FRWODQGLQDQLQFUHDVHRIRQ
the previous year; 90% of these were part-timers, 29% up on 95/6 (SOEID press
UHOHDVHRQ)XUWKHUDQG+LJKHU(GXFDWLRQ 
A certain amount of the Scottish reputation for excellence in education depends on
its very clear lead in the proportions of young people enrolling in higher education.
7KHÀJXUHVVKRZWKDWPDQ\RIWKHVHHQUROPHQWVDUHLQIXUWKHUHGXFDWLRQLQVWLWXWLRQV
and the courses to which they refer are not degree courses. As others have noted, this
should be seen as a sign of strength.5 We would argue that the British system and
the English system especially, are over-dominated by degrees and a preoccupation
with them. A more balanced distribution, which gives more place to other, shorter
+(TXDOLÀFDWLRQVLVGHVLUDEOHUDWKHUWKDQWKHUHYHUVHDQGHDUOLHUH[LWSRLQWVZLWK
KRQRXU VXFKDVZLWKEURDGEDVHG%DFKHORUVGHJUHHV VKRXOGEHSURPRWHG6
But it is important to point out this difference, since it warns us against assuming
that simple like-for-like comparisons can be made. We should also note that the
balance between degree and non-degree enrolments within the Scottish undergraduate
SRSXODWLRQLVVKLIWLQJ,QSHRSOHHQWHUHGQRQGHJUHHFRXUVHVFRPSDUHG
ZLWKHQWHULQJGHJUHHFRXUVHVDUDWLRRIE\WKHÀJXUHVKDGFKDQJHG
WRDQGDUDWLRRI2QFHDJDLQVRPHFRQYHUJHQFHLVRFFXUULQJ
as Scotland moves closer to the degree-dominated English pattern. And HNCs and
HNDs are being used as stepping stones to degrees: not necessarily a bad thing in
itself, but is possible evidence of the growing dominance of the degree.7
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,QRI\HDUROG6FRWVUHPDLQHGDWVFKRROFRPSDUHGZLWKRI
English youth of the same age. Conversely, 26.7% of the English were enrolled at an
FE college, compared with 8.5% of Scots. Overall, the Scottish system of retaining
students in school rather than transferring them to FE colleges has the advantage
of causing a higher proportion to stay in the education system at 16 (76.8% against
 DQGWRDFKLHYHDWOHDVWVRPH6WDQGDUG*UDGHVDQGYHU\FRPPRQO\VRPH
+LJKHUVWRDJUHDWHUH[WHQWWKDQWKH PRUHRUOHVV FRPSDUDEOH(QJOLVKDFKLHYHPHQWV
But transfer to FE at 16 or 17 may suit some young people, and the latest evidence
suggests that more 17 and 18 year olds are in full-time education in those countries
where this choice is more widely offered.
A model which achieves high levels of attainment by concentrating on an
extended period of initial, full-time education, moving from school to higher and
further education, carries costs for those whom this route fails. Being working class,
having parents who themselves left school early, living in a area where educational
attainment is low, all count against staying on in school beyond the school leaving
DJH DQG JDLQLQJ WKH TXDOLÀFDWLRQV QHFHVVDU\ WR HQWHU LQWR PRUH DGYDQFHG VWXG\
7D\ORU 
This model may also carry a number of other negative features. It is possible that
the experience of initial higher education is affected by the closer link to school. The
transition to HE may be felt to be less a matter of positive choice than elsewhere,
and higher education may be felt to be more an extension of schooling than is the
case in other countries. This may then negatively affect the motivation of adults to
return to learning, not only by those who do move from school to university, but
also for those who do not, but who perceive it as an extension of school.
One further factor is that the Scottish system is very heavily assessed. One reason
for higher school retention rates is that Highers are available after only one year,
presenting a more realisable goal to those categories of students who are most likely
to leave early. But this means that Scottish students will regularly undergo assessment
and, almost certainly, exams every single year from the age of 15/16 up to 20/21.
Some of the assessments are more serious and stressful than others, but this is a
formidable loading, and may well have a deterrent effect on potential returners.
The key argument we wish to make here is that the Scottish system is front-loaded,
arguably more so than most others. It concentrates educational opportunity into the
initial phase of the lifecourse, so that the balance between initial and continuing
education is tilted in favour of the former. This of course begs large questions about
what an appropriate balance is, and it may be that Scottish exceptionalism is in
WKLVLQVWDQFHDSRVLWLYHYLUWXH%XWLIVRLWLVDUHPDUNDEOHGHÀDQFHRIWKHJURZLQJ
conventional wisdom that education should be a lifelong process - even allowing
for the fact that participation by mature students in formal institutions is only part
of the picture. Not all of what we show is negative. Moreover, the issues raised
are complex - for example, the success of Scottish further education colleges in
attracting older students goes some way to compensate for the lower representation
of older people in Scottish universities, and it may be that concentration early on
is followed by informal rather than formal learning in adulthood. What we have
shown is that in comparison with England, the greater Scottish participation in higher
HGXFDWLRQLVGXHLQSDUWWRDGLIIHUHQFHLQTXDOLÀFDWLRQVVRXJKWZLWKPRUHDWWHQWLRQ
WRTXDOLÀFDWLRQVRWKHUWKDQWKHGHJUHH%XWLWLVDOVRGXHWRWKHIDFWWKDW6FRWVJR
\RXQJHU LQWR KLJKHU HGXFDWLRQ DQG ÀQLVK HDUOLHU ,Q RQH VHQVH WKLV LV H[WUHPHO\
HIÀFLHQW%XWWKHFRQFHQWUDWHGQDWXUHRIWKHSDUWLFLSDWLRQUDLVHVUHDOLVVXHVDERXW
distribution - horizontally in the sense of distribution across social groups, and
vertically in the sense of distribution over the lifecourse.
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NOTES
1 Figures may not always be directly comparable from year to year because of changes in how they
were compiled.
7KHVHDUHSRVWDOVXUYH\VRIQDWLRQDOO\UHSUHVHQWDWLYHVDPSOHVRI\RXQJSHRSOH7KHÀJXUHVUHSRUWHGKHUH
DUHEDVHGRQVXUYH\VLQ6SULQJDQGRI\RXQJSHRSOHDJHGRQVW$XJXVWZKRZHUH
HOLJLEOH ZLWKWKHH[FHSWLRQRIDVPDOOQXPEHULQWKH6FRWWLVKVDPSOH WROHDYHVFKRROLQ
7KHVHÀJXUHVDUHIRU6&(*6&(TXDOLÀFDWLRQV$SURSRUWLRQRIWKRVHLQ6FRWODQGZLWKQRTXDOLÀFDWLRQV
PD\KDYH1DWLRQDO&HUWLÀFDWHPRGXOHV
:HKDYHQRWLQFOXGHGPDQ\ÀJXUHVRQSDUWWLPHSDUWLFLSDWLRQEHFDXVHRIWKHGLIÀFXOWLHVRIFRXQWLQJ
and comparing between courses and institutions and across the countries of the UK.
6HHIRUH[DPSOH'HDULQJ5HSRUWZKLFKVWDWHV¶7KHUHLVDERG\RIIHHOLQJWKDWWKHKRQRXUV
GHJUHHH[HUWVDGLVSURSRUWLRQDWHLQÁXHQFHLQ8.KLJKHUHGXFDWLRQ DOWKRXJKOHVVVRLQ6FRWODQG ,Q
SDUWLFXODUPRUHÁH[LELOLW\LQWKHSDWWHUQRIDZDUGVDWVXEGHJUHHOHYHOVKRXOGEHLQWURGXFHG· S 
6 The Report of the Scottish Committee to Dearing argues this on p.68. See also Williams, G. 1995.
,QRIGLSORPDWHVXVXDOO\ZLWK+1&VDQG+1'VIURPIXUWKHUHGXFDWLRQFROOHJHVZHQW
on to further, full-time study, mostly for degrees, at higher education institutions, suggesting, as
WKH5HSRUWRIWKH6FRWWLVK&RPPLWWHHWR'HDULQJDUJXHG¶DOHVVSURQRXQFHGGLVWLQFWLRQEHWZHHQ
DFDGHPLFDQGYRFDWLRQDOVXEMHFWVLQ6FRWODQG· S 
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