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1

1
Introduction

The motivation for this book is twofold. One aim is to contribute to 
sociological research concerning young people’s educational careers and 
the interconnected roles of individual characteristics, home, school, and 
educational system. The other is to contribute to methodological devel-
opment in the social sciences by describing how a combination of large 
n based cross-case configurational analysis with in-depth interviews 
in two countries can contribute to theoretical development as well as 
being able to provide explanations for the outcomes of individual cases.

In this introductory chapter, I will briefly comment on the back-
ground to both these aims before describing the project funded by 
the Economic and Social Research Council (ESRC) which underpins the 
research for this book. Since the research presented in this book poten-
tially has policy implications, this will be followed by some comments 
on policy. The chapter closes with a summary of the book’s remaining 
chapters.

1.1 Substantive aims

Education forms a central part of young people’s lives. While gaining 
an education has intrinsic value, leading to a fulfilling life, it is also 
often seen, more extrinsically, as a means to a rewarding occupation. 
For this reason, it is often a topic for public debate. Some of the issues 
discussed are social inequality in education (in other words, the extent 
to which educational opportunities and achievements are linked to 
social background), the way an educational system should be organised, 
a country’s educational performance compared with others in terms of 
economic competitiveness, education and employment chances, and 
migrants’ chances in their new country’s education system, to name but 
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a few. Some of these topics have been debated for some considerable 
time, but interest in them remains high, especially in the face of social 
change and associated new challenges for all education systems. In 
this book, I focus on just some of these issues, in particular on the 
links between social background and educational opportunities and 
achievements. Some of the other points will be shown to have a bear-
ing on these. I draw on empirical data from two countries, England1 
and Germany. While these two countries share many characteristics, 
their education systems differ in important ways, and this will enable 
me to study to what extent these system differences shape educational 
outcomes, and to what extent social processes override any system dif-
ferences and shape outcomes regardless of these.

The phrase ‘social mobility’ is frequently used in Britain in the media 
and by politicians as a shorthand way of describing the idea that peo-
ple should have equal life chances regardless of social background, and 
that people from the bottom of the social hierarchy should be able to 
move up, given appropriate qualifications and skills.2 Education is com-
monly assumed to have a key part to play in making social mobility 
possible. However, while both social class of origin and social class des-
tination have been linked to education for the individual (for example 
Goldthorpe, 2003), it does not follow that simply improving individual 
young people’s educational outcomes will improve social mobility 
rates for the whole society (Goldthorpe, 2013).3 This claim is based on 
the observation that the increase in absolute social mobility, that is, 
the improved chances of attaining a high social class position, observed 
during the period following the Second World War, was largely the 
result of a change in occupational structure. More jobs became avail-
able in higher social class positions during this period, but the strength 
of the connection between educational qualification and social class 
position hardly changed. It is true that over this period, more people 
achieved higher qualifications, and were therefore able to obtain higher 
social class positions, but this was ‘demand driven: that is, by the 
growth of professional and managerial employment that far outstripped 
the supply of highly qualified personnel’ (Goldthorpe, 2013, p. 442) 
and not the result of educational reform. So, for an individual, higher 
qualifications do increase the chances of obtaining a higher social class 
position, but within the population, an increase in the rate of high 
qualifications will not, on its own, necessarily lead to an increase in 
the overall rates of mobility (absolute or relative). Nevertheless, the aim 
of improving social mobility is often used as a justification for school 
reforms and an interest in outcomes and educational targets in England.
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Likewise, there is a concern with the link between social background 
and educational outcomes in public debates in Germany, as can be 
seen, for example, from the debate regarding Germany’s performance 
in the first Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA) 
study (Baumert & Schümer, 2001). While this debate was largely 
focussed on Germany’s performance in the mid-range of participat-
ing countries (rather than near the top, as had been hoped for and 
expected both by politicians and the general public), another signifi-
cant part of the discussion concerned the finding that in Germany, 
social background and immigration seemed to have a particularly 
strong influence on performance. Various reasons were suggested 
for this finding, among them the existence of a selective tripartite 
secondary school system. Criticism of selection at the end of primary 
school has been a feature of educational debates since well before 
the PISA studies, as is evident, for example, from the debates regard-
ing comprehensive schooling in the 1970s and the introduction of 
comprehensive schools in some parts of Germany around that time. 
While comprehensive schools did not become the norm, debates 
concerning the ideal secondary school system have continued to 
this day, along with ongoing reforms in all of Germany’s 16 federal 
states (Länder). A particular concern is with the fate of children who 
attend Hauptschule, the least academic of the three hierarchically 
ordered types of secondary school. Originally, this was the most com-
monly attended type of school, offering a qualification which enabled 
pupils to take up an apprenticeship. Now, it is attended by around 
10 per cent of a cohort, and the prospects of its school leavers are 
much worse than those of any other school type.4 This has led to the 
Hauptschule being called the ‘Restschule’, or the school for leftovers. 
This rather cynical term is used to indicate a concern with the social 
problems that can be present in a Hauptschule and that may be cre-
ated by a school type whose intake largely consists of young people 
who are not seen as academically able or motivated, many of whom 
are immigrants whose knowledge of German varies considerably, and 
whose parents either cannot or will not seek a ‘better’ type of school 
for their children.

These brief sketches of some of the debates in the two countries 
illustrate that the concern with the link between social background and 
education is widespread. I discuss the sociological, theoretical back-
ground to this debate in Chapter 4. Here, I merely gave a flavour of 
some of the issues debated in both countries which drive both educa-
tional policy and individual decision-making.
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1.2 Methodological aims

The previous section explained the substantive background to this book. 
I now turn to the second set of aims, that of illustrating the usefulness 
of a particular methodological approach. At the core of the project 
described in this book is a concern with describing and explaining 
social phenomena and confirming and developing relevant explana-
tory theory. Causal explanation is a difficult and contentious aim in 
the social sciences (more on this in Chapter 2). Some argue that only 
cross-case analyses using large samples, statistical testing and control 
variables can establish causal models and provide a basis for generalisa-
tion, whereas others would see such models as a form of sophisticated 
description and suggest, alternatively, a stress on the understanding 
of generative or causal mechanisms based on theoretical knowledge 
and the in-depth analysis of a small number of cases.5 My view is that, 
on its own, either approach falls short of being able to provide causal 
explanation, and I therefore combine cross-case analysis of survey data 
with in-depth case studies in order to gain deeper insights than would 
be possible from either form of analysis on its own.

My method of choice for analysing survey data is Charles Ragin’s 
increasingly popular Qualitative Comparative Analysis (QCA) (Ragin, 
1987, 2000, 2008) which I introduce in Chapter 3. QCA is a conjunc-
tural method which relies on Boolean algebra and set theory. It aims 
to preserve the case as a configuration of characteristics as the basis 
of analysis rather than analysing variables as if they could be treated 
almost as actors and their effects on some outcome could be identified 
net of that of other influences. The configurational context of any 
factors under study can therefore be taken into account. As well as for 
the cross-case analyses, I use QCA to inform the selection of cases, via 
a typological analysis, for interviewing. Subsequently, the results of 
the analysis of these interviews enabled me to refine some of the QCA 
analyses.

Another feature of the research design is the use of two comparison 
countries, England and Germany. Given that, among other things, 
the organisation of secondary schooling and higher education in the 
two countries is different, the international comparison will allow 
a deeper understanding of adolescents’ careers through the analysis 
of cross-national similarities and differences. It will be possible to 
identify mechanisms and processes that are shaped by organisational 
features specific to one country, as well as those that are more univer-
sally applicable.
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1.3 ESRC project

The research reported in this book was made possible through an ESRC-
funded research fellowship I held from 2009 to 2011. It arose from joint 
work I had been undertaking with Barry Cooper (who also was my mentor 
during the fellowship) on QCA and large n analysis applied to British 
secondary survey data, with a substantive interest in the sociology of 
education (see for example Cooper & Glaesser, 2008; Glaesser, 2008). 
I sought the ESRC’s support because I wished to take this work further 
and gain deeper insights into sociological processes by combining QCA 
with process-tracing interviews (George & Bennett, 2005). To this end, 
I identified appropriate existing survey data from both England and 
Germany (for details see Chapter 4) and I undertook 79 interviews 
with 16 to 18 year olds in both countries (43 in Germany and 36 in 
England). As noted above, choosing to study two countries was done for 
both substantive and methodological reasons. In addition, I have some 
knowledge of both countries which I was able to draw on. I am German 
and, having received my own schooling and university education in 
Germany as well as having studied educational careers in Germany for 
my PhD thesis, I was able to draw on relevant contextual knowledge 
in devising the interview schedule for the semi-structured interviews 
and in responding to points raised by the interviewees. Likewise, I was 
familiar with the English system, having lived in England for five years 
by the time I undertook the interviews, and having worked in an educa-
tion department in an English university (Durham) during this period.

1.4 Policy

My key concern in this book is with gaining methodological under-
standing, that is, an understanding of how causal knowledge may be 
acquired by social scientists, as well as substantive, sociological insights. 
I do not undertake any policy evaluation as such. However, I expect 
some of my findings to be of potential use to policymakers, in particular 
regarding the set-up of a school system and the implications of a sys-
tem’s properties for social processes and outcomes. As indicated above, 
the debate on selective versus comprehensive schooling has been going 
on in the two countries under study (as well as many others) for some 
time and shows no signs of being resolved. The comparison I undertake 
might therefore prove useful to those having to make decisions in this 
respect. Such comparisons between the educational systems of differ-
ent countries with the aim of learning from a different system are not 
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a new idea; policy-borrowing has a long history. Phillips (2000), for 
example, points out that comparative research has frequently formed 
the basis for implementing some aspects of another country’s educa-
tional policy or system. However, it can be risky merely to pick and 
choose isolated elements of another system since the various elements 
act in conjunction with others. They have also developed in the context 
of a particular society and culture, which means that a single policy or 
aspect of a school system cannot always be imported easily. Politicians 
also occasionally make reference to another country’s system by way of 
justification of their own preferred policies, but this is not always based 
on sound empirical evidence (Morris, 2012; Phillips, 2000). My find-
ings compile the sort of empirical evidence that would be suitable to 
inform policy decisions regarding the selectivity or otherwise of second-
ary schools, and might have something to offer for teacher education 
and professionals working in careers advice services. I explain why in 
Chapter 9. Policy evaluation and policy recommendations frequently 
make use of randomised controlled trials (RCTs) and other forms of 
experimental research. I briefly discuss these methods in Chapter 2.

1.5 Structure of the book

In the remainder of this chapter, I summarise each subsequent chapter 
briefly. In addition to giving an overview of the structure of the book, 
this is intended particularly for the benefit of those readers who may 
not wish to read the whole book, but who prefer to focus on particular 
aspects. For those particularly interested in the methodological approach, 
I suggest reading Chapters 2, 3 and 9, and possibly one of the substantive 
Chapters 5 to 7 for an illustration. For those who are mainly interested 
in the substantive, sociological findings, it is possible to skip Chapters 2 
and 3, especially if they have some prior knowledge of QCA. Chapter 4 
introduces the theoretical background to Chapters 5 to 8, so should be 
read regardless of the particular substantive focus of interest. Chapters 5 
to 8 then each have their own particular substantive focus and it is 
possible to read just one or all of them. I suggest reading Chapter 9 for 
a summarising overview, conclusions and discussion of policy implica-
tions, regardless of the particular substantive point of interest.

Chapter 2 outlines my view of the relationships between description, 
causal explanation and theory, building on the assumption that causal 
mechanisms generate observed empirical regularities. Good description 
can be important and useful in its own right, but it is also required for 
successful explanation, the aim of much of social science. This sounds 
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obvious, as Merton (1987) notes: ‘In the abstract, it need hardly be said 
that before one proceeds to explain or to interpret a phenomenon, it 
is advisable to establish that the phenomenon actually exists, that it is 
enough of a regularity to require and to allow explanation.’ In this 
chapter, I suggest that statistical models, for example those based on 
regression analysis, can describe such regularities, or ‘establish the 
phenomenon’ (see also Goldthorpe, 2001), but that other forms of 
sophisticated description can be provided by configurational methods 
such as QCA. Pawson (2008) suggests that both regression-based and 
configurational models fall short of providing knowledge of genera-
tive or causal mechanisms. While I agree with this view, I also suggest 
that QCA as a configurational method is better suited to describing the 
complex cross-case regularities that characterise social life than regression-
based analyses. I then show, drawing on other studies as examples, how 
various methods can and should be used together to analyse generative 
mechanisms.

Drawing on some key publications (Cooper & Glaesser, 2011; Ragin, 
1987, 2000, 2006b, 2008), Chapter 3 provides an introduction to the 
central features of QCA. QCA is the core method employed throughout 
the book for the cross-case analyses and to construct the typologies 
of cases from which interviewees are chosen for in-depth study. This 
typological approach allows me to integrate quantitative and qualita-
tive approaches.

QCA draws on set theory, Boolean algebra and the concepts of neces-
sary and sufficient conditions. Sufficiency and necessity involve sub-
sethood relations. If a condition is sufficient for an outcome to occur, 
the set of cases with the condition is a subset of the set of cases with 
the outcome. Conversely, if a condition is necessary for some outcome, the 
set of cases with the outcome is a subset of the set of cases with the con-
dition. Ragin (2006b) has developed measures of quasi-sufficiency and 
quasi-necessity, in other words, an index of how close a relationship 
between condition(s) and outcome is to perfect sufficiency/necessity. 
This is important given the fact that social relationships are not usually 
perfect, that is, without exceptions to general patterns, so the notions 
of quasi-sufficiency and quasi-necessity are useful. Likewise, conditions 
often do not act in isolation, but in conjunction with other conditions. 
QCA is able to describe the complex regularities that arise from such 
conjunctural causal relationships. Boolean notation is used, where capi-
tal letters stand for the presence of a condition and lower case letters for 
its absence, or logical NOT. The * symbol represents logical AND, the + 
logical OR. An illustrative example of a QCA model from my Chapter 6 
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is ALEVEL_1P*SC_1P + male*SC_1P => FT_EDU17. This may be read 
as indicating that the configuration ‘having at least one parent with 
A-levels’ AND ‘having at least one parent in the service class’ OR ‘being 
female [=NOT MALE]’ AND ‘having at least one parent in the service 
class’ is sufficient for ‘being in full-time education at the age of 17’. 
Such a model, or ‘solution’, to use the proper term, is identified on the 
basis of a so-called truth table which maps out all the possible combi-
nations of conditions and the relationship of these configurations with 
the outcome. All these concepts and technical details are explained in 
Chapter 3.

Chapter 4 gives an overview of the design of the study on which 
this book is based. It starts by explaining its theoretical background 
which draws on rational action theory (RAT) (Boudon, 1974; Breen & 
Goldthorpe, 1997; Goldthorpe, 1996b) and Bourdieu’s concepts of habitus 
and cultural capital (Bourdieu, 1977, 1986). All these have been used by 
sociologists to explain social inequality in education. They are sometimes 
seen as contradictory or mutually exclusive, but I will argue that they can 
be fruitfully employed together (Glaesser & Cooper, 2014; Vester, 2006). 
I then explain the rationale for the choice of the explanatory factors and 
outcomes analysed throughout the book. Explanatory factors include 
parental social class and education, the young person’s prior attainment 
where possible, and gender. The outcomes are, for Germany, whether 
the young person was in a Gymnasium (the most selective German 
school type) at the age of 17, and for England, whether the young person 
was or would be in full-time education at the age of 17, and, in addi-
tion, for both countries, whether the young person intended to go to 
university.

This is followed by an overview of the secondary school systems in 
the two countries. Next, I describe my data, beginning with the survey 
data used for Germany, the Socio-Economic Panel (SOEP), and those for 
England, the Longitudinal Study of Young People in England (LSYPE), 
including details of my samples. Regarding the interview data, I explain 
how I selected the cases for interview in both countries, and I describe 
the resulting samples. The chapter closes with summaries of some of 
the findings from the ESRC project that have been reported elsewhere 
(Glaesser & Cooper, 2011b, 2012a, b).

Chapter 5 analyses the outcome of attending a German Gymnasium, 
the most academic type of secondary school, at the age of 17. I first 
describe the situation, drawing on a QCA analysis of SOEP data which 
shows that having received a recommendation in primary school for 
entering the Gymnasium has to be combined with having at least one 



Introduction 9

parent with the Abitur (equivalent of A-levels) or, for boys, with having 
at least one parent in the service class. The recommendation, which 
is used as an indicator of academic ability as well as usually being a 
prerequisite for entering the Gymnasium straight after primary school, 
is shown to be a quasi-necessary condition, too. I discuss implications 
of these findings before moving on to developing a classification of 
cases, based on the QCA results, as ‘typical’, ‘deviant’ or ‘inconclusive’ 
with regard to expected outcomes. This classification forms the basis 
of the selection of cases for subsequent interview analysis. I am able to 
show that the cases classified as ‘typical’ are indeed those that follow 
theoretical expectations, based on the theories described in Chapter 4, 
but that the summarising nature of the QCA results also masked some 
interesting differences between these cases regarding the relevant causal 
mechanisms. Similarly, for ‘deviant’ cases, the analyses show that these 
differ in relevant ways from cases that shared the same configuration 
of conditions in the initial analysis. For example, in these ‘deviant’ 
cases, other factors were able to compensate for the lack of the recom-
mendation which meant that they attended a Gymnasium at the age of 
17 despite not having had the quasi-necessary condition of the recom-
mendation. Finally, ‘inconclusive’ cases were those where QCA showed 
that there was no clear expectation to be derived from the analysis with 
regard to their receiving the outcome or not, in other words, that there 
was no clear tendency for cases of their type. I conclude that presence 
or absence of ambition and talent in the young people themselves 
coupled with institutional arrangements that made a later transition to 
the Gymnasium possible were able to explain why they did or did not 
attend the Gymnasium aged 17.

Chapter 6 has a similar structure to Chapter 5. It starts with a QCA 
analysis of LSYPE data to analyse the outcomes of being in full-time 
education after the end of compulsory schooling, that is, at the age of 
17, and of expecting, at that age, to enter higher education later on. 
For both outcomes, having at least one parent with A-levels and having 
at least one parent in the service class had to be combined. Since the 
LSYPE data contain a measure of prior attainment, a test taken at key 
stage 2 (that is, at age 11), I added this to the analyses. With one excep-
tion, having done well in this test was not a sufficient condition on its 
own for obtaining either of the two outcomes; it had to be combined 
with the parental background measures in all of the analyses. As with 
the German analyses, I discuss the fit of these findings with theoretical 
expectations before classifying the cases on the basis of the QCA results 
into ‘typical’, ‘deviant’ or ‘inconclusive’ with regard to whether they 
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were likely to enter higher education. In addition, I identify a further 
group of ‘deviant’ cases: it is fairly unusual not be in full-time education 
at the age of 17 in England, and so it seemed to me that it was worth 
investigating who belonged to this unusual group of young people.

In England, schools are not as easily classified into types with regard 
to their academic orientation as they are in the largely hierarchically 
ordered German system, but I argue that some schools are nevertheless 
more likely to encourage staying on in education and to prepare for 
higher education than others, effectively acting as sponsors (Turner, 
1960) for those who have entered them. This applies to academically 
selective schools in particular, but also to some comprehensives. This 
assumption is borne out by the evidence from the interviews. Such 
schools form part of the mechanism that leads to young people’s either 
leaving education or staying on and expecting to go to university. With 
one exception, all the ‘typical’ interviewees attended such schools, and 
this, coupled with their favourable social background, explained their 
wish to obtain higher education. Likewise, I was able to explain the 
outcomes of ‘deviant’ cases by showing that they lacked the support 
of a suitable school or a suitable social environment, despite the fact 
that the individual’s social background as measured by simple indica-
tors related to parental education and social class suggested that their 
home environment should lead to the expectation of going to univer-
sity. Once again, this illustrates the additional insights to be gained 
by employing in-depth case studies to overcome the shortcomings 
of summarising factors and models. In other ‘deviant’ cases, suitable 
schools, coupled with individual ambition and talent, acted as effective 
substitutes in cases where the social background would not have led to 
the expectation that the young person would develop higher education 
aspirations. These were also key factors for the ‘inconclusive’ cases.

Chapter 7 focusses on the question of what types of young people 
from both countries are bound for higher education at the age of 17. 
I begin by noting the difference between the two countries in the 
proportion of young people who intend to attend a higher education 
institution. This proportion is 34 per cent in Germany, based on SOEP 
data, and 65 per cent in England, based on LSYPE data. Given this, my 
next step is to describe and discuss differences between school systems 
as well as higher and further education sectors in both countries which 
may be connected to this gap. I then use QCA in a cross-case analysis of 
the SOEP data to investigate higher education aspirations in Germany 
(the parallel analysis for England using LSYPE data is presented and 
discussed in Chapter 6). QCA uses so-called truth tables to map out all 
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the possible constellations of explanatory factors and their relationship 
with the outcome, and to identify factors or configurations of factors 
that are (quasi-)sufficient for obtaining the outcome (this is explained 
in detail in Chapter 3). The analysis of the SOEP-based truth table does 
not identify any configuration of factors (or individual factor) quasi-
sufficient for the outcome of higher education aspirations. However, 
this truth table itself yields some interesting findings, showing that 
configurations comprising factors that indicate social advantage are 
considerably above the grand mean of 34 per cent with respect to 
the outcome.

I then analyse the interviews focussing on three areas and their influ-
ence on the development of higher education aspirations or otherwise: 
country or system differences, school influences, and individual fac-
tors. While it is helpful to discuss these three areas separately, they 
are obviously interrelated, and I identify some of the ways in which 
they are. For example, both school type and the particular constella-
tion of home background factors can influence, jointly or separately, 
how a young person relates to England’s hierarchical higher education 
system. In the conclusion, I note that the young people themselves 
explain their preferences for higher education or other routes by refer-
ence to their talents and interests. While these are clearly important, 
my QCA and cross-case interview analyses help identify, in addition, 
broader social processes which shape the young people’s preferences 
and decision-making.

In Chapter 8, I focus on explaining individual cases’ educational path-
ways and outcomes. To do so, I draw on existing theory and combine 
this with knowledge of factors covered by the theory and knowledge of 
additional, specific factors of a particular case, making use of Lieberson’s 
(1997, p. 376; Lieberson & Silverman, 1965) framework of ‘underly-
ing causal conditions’ and ‘immediate precipitants’ to explain specific 
events. Lieberson applied this approach in the context of explaining the 
occurrence of race riots. Unlike educational pathways and outcomes, 
race riots are relatively rare events, but I show how Lieberson’s ideas can 
be applied in my context. Underlying causal conditions in my study are 
the individual and social background factors discussed in the previous 
chapters, i.e. type of school system and type of school, social back-
ground, and early academic achievement. Knowledge of the constella-
tion of these factors helps predict for an individual case whether certain 
outcomes are more or less likely. Immediate precipitants then are events 
or idiosyncrasies which lead to an individual’s either following the 
expected path and gaining the outcome, or deviating from this path. To 
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begin with, I return to some of the ‘typical’ cases from previous chapters 
to demonstrate that for them, there is less scope for contingency or 
unexpected events to have a significant impact on these individuals’ 
educational pathways. The ‘underlying causal conditions’ alone can 
explain their outcomes. The greater part of the chapter is then devoted 
to unexpected cases, in other words, those where there is a mismatch 
between causal factors and outcome. Here, ‘immediate precipitants’ 
have a greater role to play.

Chapter 9 offers a brief summary of the findings alongside substantive 
and methodological conclusions and a discussion of the findings with 
regard to implications for policy. For the substantive findings, RAT as 
well as Bourdieu’s habitus and cultural capital prove to be appropriate 
explanatory concepts. In developing explanations, a key point was 
that I was able to show that the joint presence of many advantageous 
factors was the surest route to educational success. The comparison 
of two countries is also briefly discussed and shown to have provided 
additional insights. Methodologically, I discuss in this chapter how my 
particular approach of combining various sources of evidence was use-
ful in obtaining descriptive and explanatory knowledge. Using QCA 
to inform the choice of cases for subsequent interviews also proves to 
be very fruitful. In the discussion of policy issues, I suggest that school 
system itself – whether selective or comprehensive – does not appear 
to be as important for most individual outcomes as might be assumed, 
though it does have a bearing on the shape young people’s careers take. 
More generally, I also discuss the limitations of any policy given the 
influences of home background and wider social network. I note that 
teachers in particular may benefit from sociological knowledge of the 
sort discussed in this book.
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2
Description and Explanation: 
Methodological Rationale

2.1 Introduction

This chapter sets out the methodological basis for the work reported 
in the book and provides my perspective on the topics of descrip-
tion, explanation and causation. Social science research, explicitly or 
implicitly, often aims to provide causal explanations. In other words, it 
is often concerned with ‘why’ questions, for example, why do people 
go to university? Why did Finland often come out top in international 
studies on educational performance? Why do women earn less than 
men? In this chapter, I discuss how social scientists attempt to provide 
causal explanations of the sort required to answer such questions.

2.2  Role and forms of description

A necessary first step on the way to providing explanations is to describe 
the phenomenon or phenomena under study. Merton (1987, p. 2) notes 
that ‘in the abstract, it need hardly be said that before one proceeds to 
explain or to interpret a phenomenon, it is advisable to establish that 
the phenomenon actually exists, that it is enough of a regularity to 
require and to allow explanation.’ He goes on to discuss instances where, 
contrary to this advice, researchers have developed plausible explana-
tory accounts of apparent phenomena or events which had not actually 
taken place.

The three questions listed in the introduction to this chapter all refer 
to some established phenomenon. We already know that some people, 
but not others, go to university, but this alone does not tell us why they 
do or do not do so. Before it is possible to explain this, it is imperative to 
describe this phenomenon in as much detail and precision as possible. 
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For example, it would probably be helpful to establish the proportion 
of young people going to university, whether there have been changes 
over time, whether differences with regard to higher education entry 
exist between countries, between people of different social classes of 
origin, ethnic background and gender, what the employment prospects 
of graduates versus non-graduates are and so on. Such description is 
theoretically informed in the sense that the categories used to organise 
the description, such as social class, will already reflect the researcher’s 
belief that some factors rather than others are likely to explain attend-
ance or non-attendance. Theoretically informed description then makes 
it possible to analyse potential explanations. Similarly, on the question 
regarding women’s pay, it is important first to establish the size of any 
gender pay gap, and then to investigate matters such as equality legis-
lation, changes and trends over time, differences between public and 
private sector, career point, part-time versus full-time workers, to name 
but a few potentially relevant issues.

These examples are intended to illustrate what good description 
might entail, and, in addition, how such useful description relies on 
ideas about potentially explanatory factors. For example, among the 
factors I listed which might be relevant to describing who goes to uni-
versity, I omitted eye colour. It does not seem plausible that this would 
be a relevant explanatory factor, and it can therefore be safely left off 
any description of the composition of the group of university applicants 
compared with that of non-applicants. Class, on the other hand, seems 
a possible candidate for an explanatory factor,1 and therefore its inclu-
sion in the description seems justified. However, it is not always easy or 
indeed possible to know which factors should be included, and which 
can safely be left out. The choice of factors can have implications not 
only for the description, but also for any explanation which might be 
attempted subsequently. In addition, the purpose of the description 
and/or explanation can have a bearing on what factors are chosen. 
Research funders may have their own agendas, for example.

Similarly, Ragin (2004) notes that defining the population to which 
an explanation is to be applied is an important and potentially difficult 
part of the analytic process. Applied to my example, the explanations 
of why individuals do or do not attend university are likely to vary 
depending on whether the population to be considered is the group of 
school-leavers in one particular year or from one particular school, from 
one country, all of the Western world and so on.

Description can be important, interesting and useful in its own right 
as well as being a prerequisite for successful explanation (Collier, 2011). 
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Before moving on to explanation in the next section, I will discuss 
various forms of description in some more detail here. It will become 
obvious throughout that it is not actually possible to separate descrip-
tion and explanation; description contains elements of explanation 
and/or is quite often undertaken with the aim of explaining, while 
explanation has to refer to description. Nevertheless, I will treat the 
two separately to begin with.

Regression analysis and its variants are thought of by some as capable 
of providing causal models, at least in ideal circumstances and when 
properly specified (Pearl, 1999, for example). Very briefly, the logic is 
that such models establish the effect of some target variable on some 
outcome, holding other potentially confounding variables constant. 
The target variable is thought to be the cause, and the size of its effect 
on the outcome can be quantified. Other authors – including many 
statisticians and quantitative researchers – are not convinced that these 
models are actually able to provide causal explanation by themselves 
(Freedman, 1991, 1997a, 2005; Goldthorpe, 2001, 2007b). Goldthorpe 
(2001) notes that sociologists’ explananda are social regularities of 
some sort, and that statistical models are useful for establishing such 
regularities, especially in cases where the regularities are not readily 
observable and sophisticated statistical analyses are necessary. However, 
such models are descriptive, though they may suggest causal accounts. 
Explanatory hypotheses as to their underlying generative mechanisms 
have to be developed and tested in a further step. If the hypothesised 
underlying processes are directly observable, then this will allow a 
direct test of the hypothesis, but if they are not, indirect tests have to 
be undertaken. This can involve specifying other effects the underlying 
process would be expected to have, and testing whether they do indeed 
arise. This testing may be based on further statistical models, so from 
this perspective, these have a role where causal explanation is con-
cerned, over and above providing the initial sophisticated description.

Pawson (2008) agrees with the view that regression-based research 
and experimental research on their own fall short of providing causal 
explanations. Such research is sometimes described as variable-based, 
in contrast with case-based research. Pawson’s preferred term for these 
variable-based models is ‘successionist’ because they aim to establish 
a causal chain. By contrast, he describes certain forms of case-based 
research as configurationist to indicate that their aim is to identify con-
figurations of factors which are causally linked to an outcome. The most 
prominent among these methods is Ragin’s Qualitative Comparative 
Analysis (QCA) (Ragin, 1987, 2000, 2008), the method I draw on 
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throughout this book for cross-case analyses. Again, Pawson notes that 
such configurational models in themselves cannot provide causal expla-
nations. A similar point is made in Cooper and Glaesser (2012a), where 
we explored the way in which the summarising nature of some of these 
models might obscure important causal mechanisms. Nevertheless, 
I believe that QCA and related methods have a greater affinity with 
many social phenomena than regression-based models, both in terms 
of the configurational descriptions they can provide and as a potential 
basis for explanation. I will explain why in more detail below.

   2.3 Theory, explanation and mechanisms

As noted, good description can be an important research goal in its 
own right as well as being the prerequisite for explanation. Goldthorpe 
(2007b) argues that statistical analysis of large-scale data sets can pro-
vide a form of sophisticated description which serves to ‘establish the 
phenomenon’, using Merton’s (1987) phrase. Goldthorpe’s preferred 
form of empirical evidence of relationships between factors found via 
empirical research comes from large n survey analysis, and he stresses 
the crucial role of theory in providing explanations of these relation-
ships. However, the generative processes which produce observable 
relationships between factors and outcomes cannot be inferred solely 
from statistical analysis or other forms of sophisticated description. 
Theory provides an account of such generative mechanisms. Pawson 
(1989, p. 130), drawing on Bhaskar’s critical realism, notes that a gen-
erative mechanism is not simply an additional variable in some model 
describing an empirical regularity, but ‘an account of the constitution 
and behaviour of those things that are responsible for the manifest 
regularity’. He concludes that social research with the goal of provid-
ing explanation has to explore underlying mechanisms which link 
events in a regular fashion (1989, p. 157). Within a given context, the 
mechanism provides the explanation for the outcome (Pawson, 2006, 
see figure 2.1, p. 22). Pawson stresses that the realist generative model 
of causation does not rely on establishing causation on the basis of 
the regularity alone, and a generative process can be assumed even 
in the face of some irregularity. An irregularity in itself does not make 
the assumption of the mechanism invalid (Pawson, 2006, p. 20–21).

I will illustrate this view of causation as a generative mechanism 
by taking up my earlier example. Let us assume that we have estab-
lished that some young people go to university, and we have carefully 
described those who do and do not choose to do so with regard to their 
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social and ethnic backgrounds, academic achievement, aspirations and 
other factors that seemed relevant based on theoretical and other forms 
of prior knowledge. A pattern may have emerged, showing, among other 
things, that young people from the highest social classes are twice as 
likely to apply to university as those from the lowest, given the same 
level of qualifications. This is the description, an empirical regularity. 
To explain it, we have to identify an underlying generative mechanism. 
The finding that young people from a high social class background are 
more likely to go to university is not in itself a mechanism, although 
many people would find it easy enough to propose a mechanism that 
could explain this finding. This could be that those privileged young 
people have had better schooling to prepare them for university, or 
that they are more familiar, through social networks, with university 
life and therefore feel more comfortable applying to and attending 
university, or that they are better aware of a degree’s value in the labour 
market and so on. These are the potential mechanisms that produce 
the regularity ,2 but they are not so easily observable empirically. There 
is no simple recipe for establishing generative mechanisms. One way of 
doing so, in Goldthorpe’s view, is the use of qualitative work to suggest 
plausible mechanisms that have generated the regularities established 
via the analysis of survey data (Goldthorpe, 2007b, chapter 4). I noted 
above that theory can also suggest generative mechanisms. How, then, 
do we build theories? Where do they come from and what is their role? 
A quote from Hammersley (2012) captures well different roles of theory 
and how it relates to explanation. According to him, there is a

distinction between case studies that focus on ‘explaining’ and those 
that are concerned with ‘theorizing’ […]. To underline the differ-
ence, the first aims to account for why some particular event or set 
of events, of intrinsic interest, happened, when and where they did, 
and in the ways that they did; or what consequences of interest 
have followed from some earlier event or set of events. The second 
activity aims at producing a theory about what types of factor tend 
to produce a particular type of outcome, or what type of outcome is 
generally the product of a particular type of prior event. Of course, 
when we explain particular events we draw on general ideas, in 
other words on explanatory theories of some sort, about what tends 
to cause what, but here we are using these theories as tools, rather 
than developing them and testing their validity; and we may well 
use more than one explanatory theory simultaneously to illuminate 
a single case. (p. 398)



18 Educational Careers in England and Germany

Hammersley discusses theory in the context of case study research (hence 
the reference to case studies), but his remarks apply more generally 
to the relationship between theory and explanation, and different forms 
of theory. Before discussing theory in more detail, a few comments on 
explanation. One instance of Hammersley’s first ‘activity’, explanation, 
is historical explanation (for example Mahoney et al., 2009), that is, the 
attempt to identify the causes of specific outcomes. George and Bennett 
(2005), like Hammersley, describe how historical explanation of a par-
ticular case can draw on more general theory to explain some outcome. 
They note that their process-tracing method has much affinity with 
historians’ work. However, process-tracing is not only applied to his-
torical events, but can also be used to explain individuals’ pathways 
to various outcomes. Collecting individuals’ life stories can also help 
explain social relations (Bertaux, 1981). Bertaux suggests that these are 
better suited than survey-based research to explaining social structures. 
An example from his own research, together with Isabelle Wiame-
Bertaux, is the use of bakers’ life stories (Bertaux & Bertaux-Wiame, 
1981) to study social class relations in France in the wake of the 1968 
social movements. They showed why it was that (at the time of the 
study; things have changed in the meantime) most of the bread sold 
in France came from small independent shops, despite changes in the 
food industry which had already affected most other foodstuffs. The life 
stories Bertaux and Bertaux-Wiame collected illustrated the underlying 
social processes and how the structure of the baking trade affected the 
everyday lives of workers and bakery owners.

One difficulty in explaining particular outcomes is that there is a 
danger of providing explanations post-hoc which may happen to fit 
the particular case, but it is not easy to know whether they are valid. 
George and Bennett (2005) point to the danger of neglecting potential 
alternative hypotheses to the one studied: ‘Too often, researchers focus 
great attention on the process-tracing evidence on the hypothesis that 
interests them most, while giving the process-tracing evidence that bears 
on alternative explanations little attention or using it only to explain 
variance that is not adequately explained by the hypothesis of interest. 
This can create a strong confirmation bias, and it can overstate the causal 
weight that should be accorded to the hypothesis of interest’ (p. 217).

In contrast to specific explanations, explanatory theories are those 
that can be applied in a general way to all cases fulfilling the scope 
conditions specified. One way of developing such explanatory theories 
is inductively on the basis of empirically observed regularities. Again, 
I assume that regularity alone does not constitute an explanatory theory; 
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rather, it is the regularity plus the subsequent postulation of plausible 
mechanisms that do so. A regularity thus forms the starting point for 
an explanatory theory. Pawson’s (1989) example is that of social mobil-
ity research. He refers to findings by Goldthorpe (1985) which show 
that rates of mobility into the service class in mid-20th-century Britain 
were relatively high. This empirical regularity is then interpreted by 
Goldthorpe by reference to economic and technical change which took 
place during that period and which, given the resulting greater need 
for skilled workers, formed the mechanism for the increase in upward 
social mobility. Goldthorpe applied what Pawson terms ‘powerful 
and astute’ theorising (Pawson, 1989, p. 166). However, this theorising is 
undertaken post-hoc, and it is therefore necessary to check any hypoth-
esised mechanism against new evidence or evidence from other sources, 
making sure that theory is compatible with the data (Pawson, 1989, 
p. 166–167). This inductive process therefore can pose difficulties in the 
same way as historical and individual explanations. ‘The first difficulty 
of such inductive strategies is that any regularity will normally lend 
itself to any number of interpretations and without more specifically 
constructed data no further adjudication between competing theories 
is possible’ (Pawson, 1989, p. 166).

Such additional data or evidence can take different forms. It may be 
further statistical modelling, refining the original model and applying 
it to new data, supplementing this by adding qualitative evidence of 
different kinds, and/or the study of historical comparisons and of addi-
tional cases that are similar to those already studied. Freedman (1991) 
describes this sort of evidence gathering in his article ‘Statistical models 
and shoe leather’ using the example of John Snow’s development of 
an explanatory theory of how people become infected with cholera. At 
the time, in the 1850s, it was received wisdom that cholera is caused by 
poison particles in the air (the miasma theory). Snow collected a large 
variety of data, based on quantitative comparisons, case studies, and the 
application of the treatment methods based on his theory to show that 
cholera is actually a waterborne disease. Any one piece of evidence might 
have been compatible with different theories, but Snow’s approach of 
assembling different forms of relevant evidence and his line of reason-
ing developed from it showed his theory to be correct, and, incidentally, 
saved many lives by applying precautions such as boiling drinking 
water and isolating sick individuals. Ideally, tests of new theories should 
rule out any competing theories, no matter how plausible they are. 
They therefore have to take account of the particulars of the predic-
tions of each theory and develop appropriate ways of investigating 
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the circumstances under which the theory predicts correctly. Mahoney 
(2012) describes such tests and classifies them according to whether 
they can confirm or eliminate a hypothesis.

This section has outlined my view of description, explanation and 
theorising which clearly rests on a particular model of causality. This 
view is based on the notion that observable relationships between 
factors or causes on the one hand and outcomes or effects on the 
other are the result of generative mechanisms. Throughout this book, 
I engage in description, explanation and theorising. Description here 
takes the form of using QCA to establish patterns, but also summarising 
interview findings to describe educational trajectories and individuals’ 
ways of reasoning. Explanation is undertaken of individual cases’ out-
comes, drawing on their interview responses and referring to existing 
theory. Theorising takes the form of testing the validity of existing theo-
ries, drawing on both QCA and interview analyses, and of developing 
existing theory further.

A final point I would like to add concerns the distinction between 
deterministic and probabilistic causation, since this also affects what 
may be regarded as useful explanation. I briefly hinted at this point in 
note 2 (this chapter) where I noted Baumgartner’s objection to probabilis-
tic accounts of causation. A probabilistic account of causation may, how-
ever, be adopted for two reasons: firstly, it might be assumed that there 
is genuine randomness in the world, as one would find with a lottery, 
and that events can therefore never be perfectly predicted, but only 
probabilistically. Secondly, there may or may not be deterministic causa-
tion in the world, but since the number of potentially causal factors is 
too large and the relationships between them too complex for them ever 
to be modelled appropriately, the assumption of probabilistic causation 
is a useful approximation (Lieberson, 1997, especially pp. 364–365 and 
pp. 374–375), an idea captured by the term pseudo-indeterministic pro-
cesses (Baumgartner, 2007), that is, ‘processes whose indeterminacy is 
merely due to incomplete knowledge of or control over the involved fac-
tors’ (p. 18–19). Because of the impossibility of adequately modelling such 
processes, Lieberson suggests that probabilistic models are more appropri-
ate than deterministic accounts (see also Collier et al., 2004, p. 24).

My own view is that both deterministic and probabilistic causal 
processes may exist in the social world, and I share Lieberson’s view 
that given the difficulties of modelling many deterministic processes, 
probabilistic accounts are preferable. In addition, a further source of 
complication regarding the question of determinism versus random-
ness is that causal models tend to be situated within a particular causal 
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field, but factors from outside this causal field can have a bearing on 
the outcome under study nevertheless. Consider a causal account of an 
educational outcome by way of example. The potentially causal factors 
under study might concern parental education, individual cognitive 
ability, and peer groups. But specific life events such as an illness can 
also influence educational outcomes. Such life events might seem like 
random events within the educational model, but in a medical context 
it might be possible to model the causes of the illness without referring 
(much) to randomness, for example by studying genetic causes or infec-
tion. This is a matter of perspective, or, in other words, what the causal 
field is taken to be in a given study.

  2.4 Methods for establishing description 
and explanation

As noted, a regression model is frequently thought of as a causal model. 
While I agree that regression models can point to potential underlying 
causal factors, I will explain here why I believe that in some sense, the 
result of a regression analysis is closer to being description (albeit often 
of a sophisticated kind). Regression models, in their simplest form, look 
like this:

Y � b1X1 � b2X2 � e  (Equation 1)

where Y is the outcome, X1 and X2 the potentially causal factors, and 
e an error term. Without further information, it is not possible to see 
from this equation whether X1, X2, or both exert causal force. It may 
be, for example, that X1 is merely correlated with Y and the relationship 
between them is due to an external factor, X3. In addition, even where 
we are convinced that X1 causes changes in Y, we may still be interested 
in going beyond the regression equation to establish the mechanism 
through which X1 causes these changes in Y. Obviously, regression 
models are usually more sophisticated than this example with just two 
independent variables with their additive effects. But the basic point 
remains the same.

I have mentioned Ragin’s Qualitative Comparative Analysis (QCA) as 
another form of sophisticated description. I will introduce this method 
in more detail in Chapter 3. For now, here is an example of a simple 
Boolean equation representing a QCA solution:

A � B*C*D �> Y  (Equation 2)
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QCA solutions use Boolean notation where * represents logical AND 
and � represents logical OR. Equation 2 describes a situation where the 
presence of factor A is sufficient for Y, or alternatively where the joint 
presence of factors B, C and D is sufficient for Y (or where A and B and C 
and D are jointly present and are sufficient for Y). Let us assume that Y 
is educational attainment again, A is high cognitive ability, B is at least 
moderate cognitive ability, C is effort and D is a flexible school system. 
The model then describes a situation where high cognitive ability alone 
will lead to high educational attainment, but where, for those lacking 
high cognitive ability, at least moderate cognitive ability coupled with 
effort and the possibility to stay on in school offered by a flexible school 
system, will also lead to such attainment. Again, as in the regression 
example, the factors seem plausible explanatory factors, but we can-
not be sure, on the basis of the model alone, of whether they actually 
are causal factors. At best, they are shorthand for underlying causal 
processes. ‘Moderate cognitive ability plus effort plus school system’, 
for example, summarises a causal chain where hard work, coupled with 
at least moderate cognitive ability, produces enough academic success 
to make staying on in school a realistic option, and where individuals’ 
choices then have to be made to actually stay on in school and where, 
finally, this staying on will lead to subsequent higher educational 
attainment. Again, this simple example is intended to illustrate the 
basic principle. QCA models are often more complex than this.

Both regression and QCA formalise their models by using algebraic 
terms and operators to specify relationships, with regression relying on 
linear algebra and QCA on Boolean algebra. Description can also take 
the form of verbal accounts of a case or several cases. Many qualitative 
researchers aiming to undertake description refer to Geertz’s notion 
of thick description (Geertz, 1973). He suggests that thick description 
is the ethnographer’s task, and that what is often referred to as ‘data’ 
inevitably already reflects the ethnographer’s selection of relevant 
contextual information and his or her construction of meaning. Thus, 
ethnography is not as purely descriptive as it is sometimes made out to 
be. Hammersley, for example, (2008, chapter 3), in discussing Geertz’ 
(1973) essay, notes the ways in which thick description contains both 
description and elements of explanation.

All the forms of description discussed, regression, QCA and verbal 
description, have something in common. They can provide either a 
starting point – the phenomenon to be explained – or a piece of evi-
dence required for causal explanation, as used by John Snow in his work 
on cholera. What is more, they are developed on the basis of theoretical 
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or common sense expectations with regard to causal processes; none 
of them is free of theory and/or preconceived ideas and expectations. 
However, while there is no single method which is always (or never) capa-
ble of providing such descriptions, I suggest that among the methods used 
in cross-case analysis, QCA has more affinity with the forms of causation 
thought to be operating in the social world than regression-based methods. 
Sociological theories often refer to contexts and/or configurational causal 
claims, and some specify quasi-necessary and/or quasi-sufficient condi-
tions. The following examples of such theories are taken from Cooper & 
Glaesser (2012b):

• Boudon (1974) accounts for the social distribution of educational 
achievement in terms of the primary and secondary effects of 
stratification. The primary effects of social class create some part of 
the differences in measured achievement early in a child’s career 
while secondary effects, arising from the ways in which the per-
ceived costs and benefits of subsequent educational decisions vary 
by class origin, lead to further class differentiation of outcomes, 
even amongst those with similar levels of early achievement. This 
account has a clear affinity with a description of the form, ‘a high 
level of achievement in early episodes of assessment, e.g. at the end 
of elementary school, is necessary but not sufficient for a high level 
in assessments later in an individual’s educational career.’

• Bourdieu’s theory of capitals has included, at various times, the 
claim that academic capital, ‘a converted form of cultural capital’ 
(Bourdieu, 1974), has to be combined with other forms of capital 
to receive its full economic and social return. Here, academic 
capital in the form of diplomas is not sufficient for certain out-
comes unless conjoined with other forms such as social capital 
(Bourdieu, 1974).

• Lacey’s (1970) Hightown Grammar included the claim that the 
reaction of boys to their being ranked in the pressurised academic 
environment of the grammar school was a function of their class 
origin and relevant family resources rather than simply linear. 
(Cooper & Glaesser, 2012b, pp. 174–175)

None of the authors in this list, of course, have used QCA; it didn’t exist 
when they carried out their work. Instead, they have used a variety of 
methods to develop their theories. My point is simply that the way we 
often think about the social world can be captured well by the kinds of 
configurational description QCA can provide. For this reason, I have 
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chosen QCA over regression analysis for the cross-case analyses of large 
n data in this study. As I explain in Chapter 4, I combine this with 
process-tracing interviews to provide another element of the evidence 
needed to develop explanations of the regularities documented by the 
descriptive analysis.

 Moving on to methods of explanation, process-tracing has been 
suggested by various authors as a means of obtaining causal explana-
tions (for example Cartwright & Hardie, 2012; Collier, 2011; George & 
Bennett, 2005; Mahoney, 2012). It is the examination of evidence point-
ing to generative mechanisms which have led to the outcome under 
study: ‘The process-tracing method attempts to identify the intervening 
causal process – the causal chain and causal mechanism – between an 
independent variable (or variables) and the outcome of the dependent 
variable’ (George & Bennett, 2005, p. 206). Given that different kinds of 
causal processes exist, the form process-tracing takes has to be adapted 
depending on the process (George & Bennett, 2005, chapter 10). George 
and Bennett distinguish processes where the outcome is the result of a 
linear chain of events, where there is convergence of several conditions, 
where there are interacting causal variables, and where it is path-dependent, 
in other words, the outcome is the result of ‘a sequence of events, some 
of which foreclose certain paths in the development and steer the out-
come in other directions’ (p. 212). It is a challenge for the researcher to 
choose the appropriate form of process-tracing. While process-tracing 
has its roots in qualitative research and is related to historians’ deve-
lopment of historical explanations, process-tracing may focus on both 
qualitative and quantitative data. Collier (2011), for example, notes that 
the kinds of evidence which together can form the proposed chain of 
events used to explain an outcome may also contain quantitative data. 
He cites a study by Lerner on modernisation in a Turkish village by way 
of example. Lerner analysed demographic characteristics as one element 
in his process-tracing study. Such demographic characteristics are clearly 
something that relies on numerical indicators.

In Section 2.3, I discussed the relationship of explanation and theory. 
Theoretical knowledge, theory-led description, theory confirming 
and theory developing case studies using process-tracing to identify 
generative mechanisms all should be used together, as summed up 
by Freedman (2005): ‘causal inference seems to require an enormous 
investment of skill, intelligence, and hard work. Many convergent lines 
of evidence must be developed’ (see also Freedman, 1997a, 1997b).

Theory testing and theory development are different, though related, 
goals, and therefore the kinds of cases to be studied may differ. A challenge 
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here is the selection of relevant cases. In the same way that the form of 
process-tracing undertaken should match the causal process under study, 
the selection of cases should match the goal of a study, which may be 
description, explanation, theory testing or theory development. George 
and Bennett stress the importance of deviant cases for heuristic purposes 
(2005, p. 75, see also p. 252) and for developing ‘contingent generalizations 
that identify the conditions under which alternative outcomes occur’ 
(p. 216). Generalisation can be based on two different approaches. The 
first is generally thought to require a large sample to be taken so as to be 
representative of the population of interest. Findings based on statistical 
analyses of the sample can then be generalised to the population, on the 
grounds that it does not differ in relevant ways from the population. The 
second approach, which does not require a large sample, is described by 
Hammersley who notes that a similar rationale is given for some forms of 
ethnographic research where generalisations from cases are permissible 
on the grounds that the cases are chosen to be typical for the population 
to which findings are to be applied. He terms this ‘theoretical inference’. 
Here, ‘the setting is taken as a critical case which establishes the validity 
of a theory that applies to all cases of the same type’ (Hammersley, 1991, 
p. 82). The assumption is that, once the typicality of a case has been 
established, any findings from this case will apply to ones it is taken to 
be typical of.

There is also a view (particularly in policy studies) that the only way 
to establish causation is by conducting randomised controlled trials 
(RCTs) and other forms of experimentation. Put simply, in an RCT, par-
ticipants are selected and allocated randomly to either an experimental 
or a control group. An intervention is then administered to the experi-
mental group. Outcomes for both groups are then compared to assess 
whether the intervention had an effect on the outcome. Proponents 
of this method assume that experiments are the best – or indeed the 
only – way of gaining causal knowledge concerning which intervention 
or policy has the desired effect. However, there are reasons to doubt 
this assumption. Experiments by their nature tend not to be able to 
take context into account, making it hard to know whether what has 
been shown to work in a particular classroom, school or region will 
also work in a different setting, given that the focus is on success of an 
intervention rather than the underlying causal mechanism that led to 
this success. This raises questions about external validity. There are also 
numerous research problems that cannot be investigated experimen-
tally, for ethical or practical reasons (for example, the effect of divorce 
on children). Cartwright and Hardie (2012) therefore suggest that RCTs 
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should form only one of several components of evidence in making 
policy decisions, discussing in detail why RCTs may not be adequate 
as the sole source of evidence. Among other things, they argue that an 
understanding of causal mechanisms is essential for anyone wishing to 
assess whether some policy, intervention or reform is likely to be suc-
cessful in a particular context and at a particular point in time. In my 
view, their arguments apply more generally, not just in a policy context, 
and this is why I believe that various forms of evidence can and should 
be used together in developing an understanding of causal mechanisms.

Systematic reviews are another potential source of information on 
causal mechanisms for policymakers. Hammersley (2001) raises some 
important critical points regarding the assumption that systematic 
reviews are superior to other forms of literature review, among them the 
criteria for studies to be included and excluded in a systematic review. 
Scholars undertaking systematic reviews generally consider RCTs to be 
the gold standard, but Hammersley notes that research design alone 
cannot be a criterion of whether a study is valid and useful: ‘Now, it is 
certainly true that research designs have different general advantages 
and disadvantages in relation to threats to validity. However, it is not 
the case, even in abstract terms, that some designs have all the advan-
tages and others have none. Advantage in one respect is usually bought 
at the expense of disadvantage in another’ (p. 547). Again, in my view 
this point applies more generally to social science research designs.

Clearly, it is not possible to point to any one research method that 
can provide completely secure explanation and/or theory develop-
ment and testing. Explanation is a complex undertaking which relies 
on different activities, and each phenomenon or case to be explained 
may require a different approach, as do the different goals of a theory-
focussed study. By way of example, I now briefly describe a study 
through which a new explanatory theory on the basis of different 
forms of evidence was developed. I have already mentioned Freedman’s 
account of John Snow’s discovery of the cause of cholera (Freedman, 
1991) as providing such an example. This was taken from the field of 
public health, and I now wish to add an instructive example from the 
sociology of education, Colin Lacey’s (1970) Hightown Grammar men-
tioned above.3 Lacey studied a boys’ grammar school. All the boys who 
entered the school were officially the most academically able in their 
primary schools, having passed the selective eleven plus examination. 
They all arrived at the grammar school highly motivated and with an 
image of themselves as being high performers. Lacey observed that in 
the course of their schooling, some boys continued to be motivated 
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and to perform well, whereas others rejected the school’s values, their 
performance dropped, and some left school early. This is the phe-
nomenon Lacey wished to explain. He spent a considerable amount 
of time in the school doing participant observation, and he collected 
a large amount of data on attainment, samples of pupils’ work, social 
background data, symptoms of emotional upheaval and the like. From 
his observations and existing theory, he developed his differentiation-
polarisation model to explain why some boys succeeded academically 
and behaviourally, while others – who had arrived with similar academic 
credentials and self-perception – did not. In his theoretical model, dif-
ferentiation is the process whereby pupils are ranked in the course of 
their school careers according to academic criteria, and polarisation 
refers to the separation of boys into separate subcultures, including an 
anti-school culture influenced by societal and cultural forces outside the 
school. Lacey’s model thus stresses the social relations within the school 
and how these interact with the relationship between home and school 
and with processes taking place in the family of origin.

I have described Lacey’s study here because it encompasses many of 
the elements of good description, explanation and theorising I have 
discussed in this chapter. He uses various methods to establish the 
phenomenon he wishes to explain, and he proceeds to undertake this 
explanation drawing on a wide range of evidence – both qualitative 
and quantitative – from several sources. His theoretical model is capable 
of explaining all these findings, and it has more general applicability 
because, while it was developed in just one school, the processes and 
mechanisms described can also be found in other contexts.

Some readers may wonder why I have not described the research 
approach I propose to use as a ‘mixed methods’ design. After all, accord-
ing to one definition, ‘[mixed] methods research is formally defined 
here as the class of research where the researcher mixes or combines 
quantitative and qualitative research techniques, methods, approaches, 
concepts or language into a single study’ (Johnson & Onwuegbuzie, 
2004, p. 17), and this seems to capture my proposed approach. The 
reason I am reluctant to use the term is that I do not consider it a 
particularly helpful label. Methods can be mixed in so many ways that 
mixed methods studies do not necessarily have much in common. It is 
also not new to use a variety of methods to approach a single research 
problem. Lacey’s study described above is one such example, and it was 
undertaken well before the term mixed methods was in use. In addition, 
it seems to me that mixing methods does not in itself make a study a 
better piece of research. As always, the required approach depends on 
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the problem to be studied, and some research problems can be studied 
perfectly well using just one method of analysis. Much also depends 
on the way in which the various methods are combined. Both Pawson 
(2006) and Hammersley (2001) note (though in the context of under-
taking systematic reviews) that merely adding evidence from various 
studies does not in itself improve understanding. Synthesis is required, 
with a proper understanding of what aspect of the research problem the 
different studies or elements of a study are able to offer (see also Tarrow, 
2004). I aim to show that, for my research problem, QCA can provide a 
useful framework for the fruitful synthesis of quantitative and qualita-
tive data (see also Cooper et al., 2012). 
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3
Qualitative Comparative Analysis

Qualitative Comparative Analysis (QCA) is the core method employed 
throughout this book, both in the cross-case analysis of large n data 
sets and as the basis of the construction of the typologies of cases from 
which interviewees were chosen for in-depth study. It was developed 
by Charles Ragin (Ragin, 1987, 2000, 2008), with one of its first applied 
fields being political sciences, and it has since been used in other social 
science contexts. Originally mainly used with small to medium n sam-
ples, it has been usefully employed with large n (for example, Cooper, 
2005; Fiss, 2011; Glaesser, 2008; Glaesser & Cooper, 2011b; Ragin, 
2006a). Drawing on set theory, Boolean logic and algebra and the con-
cepts of necessary and sufficient conditions, QCA offers a systematic 
way of analysing small to medium n data, and it can provide an alter-
native to regression-based methods for large n analysis. In regression 
approaches, the focus is on estimating the net effects of independent 
variables, while controlling for others (Ragin, 2006a). QCA, rather than 
focussing on net effects, explores the various ways in which the factors 
under study combine to produce some outcome. QCA is well suited to 
analysing such conjunctions of conditions and, in addition, to situa-
tions where there are several pathways to the outcome.

QCA uses Boolean notation. Consider the following equation, taken 
from Mahoney and Goertz (2006) and reproduced in a modified form:

A*B*c � A*C*D*E �> Y  (Equation 3)

Here, capital letters stand for the presence of a condition, lower case 
letters for its absence, or logical NOT. The * symbol represents logical 
AND (denoting set intersection), the � logical OR (denoting set union). 
This equation therefore shows two alternative pathways as sufficient 
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for the outcome Y to occur: one is the combination of the presence of 
A and B with the absence of C; the other is the presence of all of A, C, 
D and E. Either pathway is sufficient for the outcome, but neither is 
necessary, given that the other exists. To capture such causal complex-
ity, Mackie (1974) developed the concept of an INUS condition, which 
was taken up by Ragin (1987). An INUS condition is an insufficient but 
necessary part of a condition which is itself unnecessary but sufficient. 
In Equation 3, B provides an example of an INUS condition because it is 
itself insufficient (A and the absence of C are also required), but is a nec-
essary part of the conjunction of conditions A*B*c which is sufficient 
for the outcome, but not necessary given A*C*D*E exists.

I begin by introducing the use of the concepts of sufficiency and 
necessity with just one condition, and I then explain their applica-
tion in situations with several explanatory conditions. Sufficiency and 
necessity involve subsethood relations. If a condition is sufficient for 
an outcome to occur, the set of cases with the condition is a subset of 
the set of cases with the outcome. This relationship is reflected in the 
Venn diagram to the left of Figure 3.1. Here, condition A (which can 
also be a conjunction of conditions) is sufficient but not necessary for 
outcome O: whenever A occurs, O will occur. In the real world, rela-
tions are usually less than perfect and we tend to find situations such 
as the one represented to the right of Figure 3.1, where most but not all 
cases with condition A also have outcome O. This situation of near suf-
ficiency is often termed quasi-sufficiency. The proportion of cases with 
the condition that also have the outcome can be taken as a measure 
of the degree of consistency with sufficiency (Ragin, 2006b).1 Usually, 
values of around 0.8 or above and no less than 0.7 are considered to 
indicate quasi-sufficiency.

Perfect sufficiency

O

A

Quasi-sufficiency

O

A

Figure 3.1 Sufficiency of condition A for outcome O
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Venn diagrams may also be used to introduce explanatory ‘coverage’. 
In a similar way to ‘variance explained’ in regression analysis, coverage 
indicates how important a condition or, typically, a conjunction of con-
ditions is with respect to predicting and/or explaining the outcome. In 
Figure 3.1, we can see that there must be other (conjunctions of) condi-
tions which also lead to the outcome, since a substantial proportion of 
the outcome set, O, is not covered by the condition set, A. Numerically, 
coverage is expressed as the proportion of cases with the outcome that 
also have the condition(s).2

Parallel arguments apply to necessity and quasi-necessity, where the 
outcome set has to be a subset of the condition set. Figure 3.2 illustrates 
a necessity relationship. In the left-hand panel, outcome O is a perfect 
subset of condition A, making A a necessary, but not sufficient, condi-
tion for O. O cannot occur without A being present, but even if A is 
present, O will not always occur. In the right-hand panel, there is an 
example of a quasi-necessary condition with most but not all cases in O 
being a subset of A. Consistency with necessity is assessed by calculating 
the proportion of cases with the outcome that also have the condition.

Consider Table 3.1 and Table 3.2, taken from Ragin (2000, p. 98), for 
another way of describing the relationships of sufficiency and necessity.

Perfect necessity

O

A

Quasi-necessity

O

A

Figure 3.2 Necessity of condition A for outcome O

Table 3.1 Ragin’s Table 4.4: Cause Is Sufficient but Not Necessary

Outcome Cause absent Cause present

Present [Cell 1] not relevant [Cell 2] cases
Absent [Cell 3] not relevant [Cell 4] no cases



32 Educational Careers in England and Germany

The cells to be inspected in order to assess sufficiency and necessity 
are not the same. They are cells 2 and 4 for sufficiency and cells 1 and 2 
for necessity. An analysis of a correlational relationship, by contrast, 
would take account of all four cells, expecting there to be cases in cells 
2 and 3 and none in cells 1 and 4 (or far fewer than in cells 2 and 3) for 
there to be a positive correlation.

I now turn to how QCA deals with more than just one condition, that 
is, the sort of more complex situation social science researchers gener-
ally find interesting. Figure 3.3 illustrates how two conditions, A and 
B, are associated with outcome O. They are quasi-sufficient conditions 
because they are near subsets of O, but they are not necessary, either 
individually or jointly, given that there are parts of O not covered by 
either A or B. The intersection A*B (areas 2 and 5 in the diagram) com-
prises cases which have both conditions. The union A + B contains all 
those cases who have condition A or condition B (or both), represented 
by the three shaded areas, areas 1–6, in the diagram (Figure 3.3).  

Explanatory coverage can be split into two parts whenever there are at 
least two conditions linked by logical OR. The unique coverage due to a 

Table 3.2 Ragin’s Table 4.3: Cause Is Necessary but Not Sufficient

Outcome Cause absent Cause present

Present [Cell 1] no cases [Cell 2] cases
Absent [Cell 3] not relevant [Cell 4] not relevant

1 2
3

4 5
6

O

A

A*B

B

Figure 3.3 Venn diagram, two conditions
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condition is that part of O which is only covered by that condition and 
not by any other sufficient condition(s). In this diagram (Figure 3.3), 
the unique coverage of A is the proportion of the outcome set covered 
by area 1. A’s raw coverage is the proportion of O covered by both A and 
the overlap, so here for condition A it is the proportion represented by 
areas 1 and 2 taken together.

If the unique coverage figure for a condition is lower than its raw 
coverage figure, this indicates that there is some overlap between cases’ 
membership in the condition sets. In fact, a large degree of overlap is 
not empirically unusual. For example, we know that parents’ education 
as well as parents’ social class are associated with their child’s educa-
tional attainment, and also that high parental education is usually 
associated with high parental social class. Figure 3.3 illustrates such a 
situation: the majority of cases in set A are also in set B. This is one of 
the issues that QCA is well suited to addressing, since such an overlap 
is made explicit and treated as an important feature of the putatively 
causal process, rather than addressed in terms of the larger net effect of 
one or the other condition.

I now explain QCA’s data analysis procedure, using an invented data 
set with three conditions, A, B and C, and some outcome O. Table 3.3 is 
a crosstabulation of the three conditions, A, B and C, with cells showing 
the percentage of each combination of factors that also have outcome 
O. I have used upper and lower case notation in Table 3.3: capital letters 
indicate presence of a factor, lower case letters its absence.

In order to undertake QCA, the same information is laid out dif-
ferently, in a so-called truth table. In a truth table, rows represent 
combinations or configurations of conditions. Table 3.4 is the truth 
table containing the same information as that presented in Table 3.3. 
Here, a ‘1’ is entered to indicate presence of a factor, ‘0’ to indicate 
absence. Row 1 then contains all cases in sets A and B and C, in other 
words, it represents the set intersection of sets A, B and C. The column 
‘number’ gives ‘the total number of cases’ in this particular configura-
tion, whether or not they have the outcome. The last column gives the 

Table 3.3 Crosstabulation, three conditions

C c

A B 96.7% 83.3%
b 40.0% 47.6%

a B 70.9% 77.8%
b 33.3% 10.0%
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consistency with sufficiency for each configuration. Remember that for 
crisp data, that is, those where a factor or a condition is simply either 
present or absent, this is the proportion of cases with the conjunction 
of conditions which display the outcome of interest. Rows are usually 
ordered in descending order of consistency, so that rows highest in 
quasi-sufficiency are at the top of the table.

It can be informative to inspect the truth table itself to obtain an 
overview of any relationships in the data. For example, in this truth 
table, all the rows containing condition B are in the top half of the table. 
Given that the rows are ordered by consistency, we can see that the pres-
ence of B is associated with higher frequencies of the outcome, but that 
the extent to which this is the case depends on which other factors B is 
combined with. We can also see that cases are distributed very unevenly 
across the rows, indicating that not all combinations of factors are 
equally common. Empirically, this is often the case since potentially 
causal conditions are often related. This may result in some rows having 
only a few cases. This latter phenomenon is termed limited diversity, 
and I discuss it in more detail below.

The next step, after obtaining the truth table, is to obtain a mini-
mised Boolean solution. This involves setting a threshold above which 
consistency is considered high enough to indicate quasi-sufficiency. It 
is common to choose a threshold of around 0.8, and usually no lower 
than 0.7, while taking into account any jumps in consistency from 
one row to the next of the table.3 A useful approach is also to work 
through various levels of consistency (for example Cooper, 2005), 
since this gives a more detailed picture of the relationships between 
conditions and outcome and makes the process more transparent by 
demonstrating to the reader how results vary depending on the cho-
sen threshold. I will demonstrate this approach here, and also use it 
to illustrate the concepts of raw and unique coverage and to explain 
Boolean minimisation.

Table 3.4 Truth table, three conditions

A B C Number O Consistency

1 1 1 90 0.967
1 1 0 24 0.833
0 1 0 252 0.778
0 1 1 55 0.709
1 0 0 21 0.476
1 0 1 10 0.4
0 0 1 108 0.333
0 0 0 200 0.1
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To begin the process for our example, a threshold of 0.9 was chosen. 
This is reflected in the 1s and 0s entered into the outcome column ‘O’ 
in Table 3.5.

At this threshold, just the first row is considered a quasi-sufficient 
configuration of factors for outcome O, and the Boolean solution is 
A*B*C. If more than one row passes the chosen level of consistency, the 
next step is to examine the rows that pass and, if possible, subject them 
to Boolean minimisation. Its purpose is to simplify an otherwise poten-
tially complex expression through a process of logical minimisation. 
Continuing our example, we next take a threshold of 0.8. This results 
in the first two rows entering the minimisation process. The Boolean 
solution, prior to minimisation, is now A*B*C � A*B*c. This expression 
can be simplified to A*B: the presence or absence of condition C, given our 
setting of the threshold at 0.8, makes no relevant difference.

Setting the threshold at 0.75 results in the first three rows entering 
the Boolean minimisation process, producing the solution of A*B*C � 
A*B*c � a*B*c which can be simplified to A*B � B*c in the following 
way: A*B is obtained by combining A*B*C and A*B*c as before. B*c is 
obtained by combining A*B*c and a*B*c: condition A makes no differ-
ence here, so the two expressions can be collapsed to give B*c.

With just two or three expressions as in this example, it is possible 
to carry out the minimisation by hand, but with more conditions, this 
becomes increasingly complex so that it is advisable to use appropriate 
software. For the analyses presented in this book, I have used fs/QCA 
(Ragin et al., 2009) and the QCA package available in R (Duşa & Thiem, 
2013). The software output not only gives the minimised overall solu-
tion, but also the overall consistency and coverage figures as well as raw 
and unique coverage.

Box 3.1 shows the software output (obtained from fs/QCA in this 
case) for our example for all three thresholds:

Table 3.5 Example truth table, three conditions

A B C Number O Consistency

1 1 1 90 1 0.967
1 1 0 24 0 0.833
0 1 0 252 0 0.778
0 1 1 55 0 0.709
1 0 0 21 0 0.476
1 0 1 10 0 0.4
0 0 1 108 0 0.333
0 0 0 200 0 0.1
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Lowering the threshold increases coverage by adding cases to earlier 
solutions which had been obtained using a higher threshold. For exam-
ple, comparing solutions 1 and 2, we can see that overall coverage has 
increased. The set forming the solution is larger in solution 2: as well as 
comprising A*B*C (solution 1), it also comprises A*B*c.

Solutions 1 and 2 have only one element each; there is only one 
‘causal’ pathway leading to the outcome. The situation in solution 3 is 

Box 3.1 Three solutions for Table 3.5: Example truth table, 
three conditions

Solution 1: 0.9 threshold

 Raw Unique 
 Coverage Coverage Consistency
 ———— ———— —————–
A*B*C  0.211 0.211 0.967

Solution coverage: 0.211
Solution consistency: 0.967

Solution 2: 0.8 threshold

 Raw Unique 
 Coverage Coverage Consistency
 ———— ———— —————–
A*B 0.26 0.26 0.939 

Solution coverage: 0.26
Solution consistency: 0.939

Solution 3: 0.75 threshold

 Raw Unique 
 Coverage Coverage Consistency
 ———— ———— —————–
A*B+ 0.26 0.211 0.939
B*c 0.524 0.476 0.783

Solution coverage: 0.735
Solution consistency: 0.828
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different: here, we find two pathways linked by logical OR. They have 
different consistency figures, and the consistency for the whole solution 
is different again. They each describe a different set and these have differ-
ent proportions of cases showing the outcome, hence the differing con-
sistency figures. The two pathways in solution 3 are partly overlapping: 
the set ABc is contained in both AB and Bc. The effects of this can be seen 
in the raw and unique coverage figures: if the unique coverage for a term 
in the solution is lower than its raw coverage, this indicates that there is 
some overlap between cases’ membership in the terms in the solution.4 As 
noted earlier, it is quite common to find some degree of overlap, since it 
is empirically not unusual for potentially causal conditions to be related.

Solutions 1–3 illustrate a further point: there is usually some trade-
off between consistency and coverage. Lowering the consistency level 
produces solutions with higher coverage.5 This means that more of the 
outcome set is ‘covered’, or explained, by the solution term(s), but at 
the same time their consistency with sufficiency is lower, that is, there is 
a higher proportion of cases in the solution which do not actually have 
the outcome. Moving through different levels of consistency illustrates 
this trade-off, and it can be an informative strategy to obtain solutions 
for different levels of consistency.

QCA may be used with more than two or three conditions. However, 
the number of truth table rows grows exponentially with more condi-
tions added, so using four conditions results in a truth table of 24 = 16 
rows, five conditions generate 25 = 32 rows and so on. It is therefore 
important for the researcher to pay attention to the number of cases in 
their sample and how they are distributed across the rows. Even with 
large data sets, but in particular with small to medium data sets, it is 
possible for some truth table rows to have very few or no cases, a phe-
nomenon described by Ragin as limited diversity (Ragin, 2008; Ragin & 
Sonnett, 2005). Certain analytical difficulties arise in the case of limited 
diversity. This is not a major problem in the analyses presented in this 
book, however, so I do not discuss it further here but refer the reader to 
the publications mentioned.

Likewise, I do not discuss fuzzy sets in great detail since I do not use 
fuzzy set analysis in this book. But their use constitutes an important 
development of crisp set QCA, and I therefore describe them briefly. 
Ragin developed QCA to incorporate fuzzy sets in order to address 
the fact that crisp sets can only deal with dichotomous factors (Ragin, 
2000). This limitation of crisp set analysis has attracted some criticism, 
for example from Goldthorpe who also has other reservations with 
regard to QCA (Goldthorpe, 2007b, Chapter 3). Fuzzy sets, by contrast, 
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allow for partial membership of a set. Fuzzy membership scores run 
from 0 (completely out of the set) to 1 (fully in the set), with 0.5 being 
the crossover point at which a case is as much in as out of the set. 
Allocation of set membership is straightforward for many crisp sets such 
as ‘female’ or ‘university graduate’ (assuming that there is no ambiguity 
over which higher education institutions are regarded as universities), 
but it is less clear for other conditions. The case of adulthood is fre-
quently used to illustrate this problem. A 30-year-old is clearly a full 
member of the set of adults, and a ten-year-old clearly is not. But what 
about an 18-year-old? We might allocate a fuzzy membership score of, 
say, 0.8, based on our knowledge of what adulthood means and what 
18-year-olds are like. There are various techniques for allocating fuzzy 
membership scores to cases, a process known as calibration (Ragin, 
2008). Fuzzy consistency and coverage may then be calculated using 
indices of fuzzy subset relations (Ragin, 2006b).

While fuzzy sets constitute a very useful addition to the set analytic 
repertoire, their use is not without problems (for example Cooper & 
Glaesser, 2011). Partly for this reason, I employ crisp sets only in this 
book. Another reason for my decision is the fact that many of the fac-
tors I am interested in typically exist in binary form, for example sex. In 
addition, it is possible to overcome the shortcomings of crisp set QCA 
to some extent by using dummy variables. For example, a social class 
variable which is coded into three categories, service, intermediate and 
working class, can be recoded into three6 dummy variables to indicate 
whether or not a case is in the service, intermediate or working class. 
These dummies can then be employed in the analysis. Most of the fac-
tors used throughout this book can be coded in this way without loss 
of information.

This use of dummies, as well as the principles of QCA explained 
above, will be illustrated further in Chapter 4 where I summarise earlier 
project findings from our papers using QCA, and in Chapters 5–7 where 
I conduct QCA analyses using real data.
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4
Overview of the Project

As noted, this book is largely based on the Economic and Social Research 
Council (ESRC)-funded project ‘Exploring and evaluating the use of 
configurational methods in large n contexts: transitions in the English 
and German educational systems’. This chapter gives an overview of the 
design of this project and summarises some of its findings which have 
been published elsewhere to inform the reader of the background to 
the book. After briefly explaining the theoretical rationale on which the 
choice of potential explanatory factors included in the study is based 
(sections 4.1 and 4.2), I describe the relevant aspects of school systems 
in the two countries under study, England (4.3) and Germany (4.4). 
I will then describe the large n data sets used from both countries (4.5), 
followed by an account of the sample selection for the interviews (4.6). 
The chapter ends with a summary of some of the previously published 
project findings (4.7).

  4.1 Theoretical rationale

As noted in Chapters 1 and 2, a concern with describing and explain-
ing underpins this project. Large n, cross-case analysis using QCA serves 
to ‘establish the phenomenon’ to be explained (Merton, 1987), that is, to 
show the configurations of factors associated with particular outcomes. 
I discuss these potentially causal relationships in the light of existing 
theory. The configurations are then used to identify relevant cases 
for further in-depth study. The purposes of these in-depth case stud-
ies based on interviews are to develop existing theory and explore the 
mechanisms generating outcomes, and to explain individual outcomes 
by reference to the cross-case analysis, existing theory and cases’ own 
particular circumstances.
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The phenomenon studied in this book is the differential distribution 
of young people across educational pathways and their aspirations for 
future study. I describe it with reference to factors such as social back-
ground (indicated by parental social class and educational attainment) 
and gender, as well as academic achievement wherever possible. I then 
attempt to explain it drawing on these factors and their interrelation-
ships at the individual, social and systemic levels alongside theoretical 
expectations, potential causal mechanisms and findings from in-depth 
interviews.

A large amount of research is concerned with social inequality in 
education (for example, Ambler & Neathery, 1999; Boudon, 1974; 
Bourdieu, 1974; Breen & Goldthorpe, 1997; Goldthorpe, 2007a; Lareau, 
2003). Authors largely agree that social class of origin and parental edu-
cation are linked to educational outcomes over and above differences 
that can be explained by reference to the way cognitive ability differs 
by social class (for example Bourdieu, 1974; Breen & Goldthorpe, 2001; 
Goldthorpe, 1996a; Goldthorpe, 2005; Reay et al., 2005, though for an 
alternative view see, for example, Saunders, 1997). Various explana-
tions of this link have been offered. One main theoretical strand is 
rational choice or rational action theory (RAT) (Boudon, 1974; Breen & 
Goldthorpe, 1997; Goldthorpe, 1996b), another comprises explanations 
based on Bourdieu’s concepts of habitus and cultural capital (Bourdieu, 
1977, 1986), and I will now briefly outline each of these in turn.

Rational action theory (RAT) explains actions by assuming that actors 
undertake a cost-benefit analysis before acting. Applied to educational 
decision-making, this implies that parents and/or their children con-
sider the costs of staying in education (foregone earnings as well as 
the direct costs of education), weighing them against expected benefits 
such as expected higher earnings. Costs can include non-monetary 
costs such as the danger of alienation from one’s background of origin. 
Risks attached to a particular course of action, for example dropping 
out of education before a qualification is obtained, are also consi-
dered (Breen & Goldthorpe, 1997). The perceived costs, benefits and 
risks depend partly on the family’s social background. According to 
Goldthorpe (2007c), an important motive is at least to maintain one’s 
socio-occupational status relative to the family of origin. Given the well-
known relationship between level of education and occupation, this in 
itself leads to social classes having different educational goals. Boudon 
(1974) also drew on RAT to develop his well-known model of primary 
and secondary effects to explain social inequality in education. Briefly, 
primary effects refer to class differences in academic achievement early 
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in a child’s career. Then, even given similar levels of initial achievement, 
secondary effects, resulting from differences in destination goals and 
perceived costs and benefits between children from different social 
class origins, lead students to choose educational pathways differing 
in prestige and levels of possible qualifications. Thus, secondary effects 
result from RAT-type decision-making in the context of particular class 
circumstances.

 The concept of habitus was developed by Bourdieu (1977, 1986; 
Bourdieu & Passeron, 1977, 1979). Habitus is a system of lasting disposi-
tions acquired through past experiences. These cognitive and normative 
predispositions vary systematically between individuals from different 
social classes, since ‘the material conditions of existence characteristic 
of a class condition’ (Bourdieu, 1977, p. 72) are part of the environ-
ment which produces habitus. These deeply ingrained dispositions 
influence, among other things, individuals’ attitudes towards curricu-
lum, pedagogy and assessment, and, importantly, also influence how 
schools behave towards children from different class backgrounds. For 
Bourdieu, this explains why working-class children often struggle in 
schools. Because their habitus aligns less well with the school’s assump-
tions, requirements and values, they are less likely to succeed. Actions 
constrained or enabled by habitus have their roots in an individual’s 
past experiences, thereby allowing the latter to shape expectations. 
Habitus has an influence on which goals are considered desirable or 
achievable per se. In addition, whether a particular course of action is 
chosen depends partly on the subjective estimation of its likelihood of 
success. Such estimations reflect previous collective experience within 
the class of origin. For example, a bright working-class child may have 
reached a level of attainment which would, all else being equal, more or 
less guarantee that he or she can secure a place at university and gradu-
ate successfully. Objectively, this would suggest to an outsider observer 
that securing a place at university and graduating successfully is more or 
less guaranteed. However, the subjective estimation is based on previous 
experiences in the immediate environment, and these may imply that 
‘people like us’ do not go to university in the first place or, if they do, 
they are bound to struggle and fail eventually. Whether this particular 
child will attempt to go to university therefore depends not only on the 
objective likelihood of success, but also on these subjective experiences 
and expectations formed early on.

 Cultural capital is a concept developed by Bourdieu (1986) in order to 
help explain the transmission of social class advantages from parents 
to children. He notes that academic success or failure is not merely due 
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to natural talent and parental economic capital. The latter may be spent 
directly on children’s education. In addition, educational advantages are 
gained through the hereditary transmission of cultural capital. Cultural 
capital can take three forms: embodied, objectified and institutional-
ised cultural capital. Embodied cultural capital refers to characteristics 
acquired in the family of origin such as accent. Bourdieu notes that it 
is acquired unconsciously over a long period of time from an early age, 
that is, it cannot be transmitted instantaneously, and he suggests that 
‘the link between economic and cultural capital is established through 
the mediation of the time needed for acquisition’. Its value lies in its 
relative scarcity. Objectified cultural capital refers to possessions such 
as books and objects of art. Bourdieu suggests that strengths and profits 
derive from the mastery of objectified cultural capital within the field 
of social class struggles. Institutionalised cultural capital includes educa-
tional credentials. Like the other forms of cultural capital, its value partly 
derives from its relative scarcity:

Because the material and symbolic profits which the academic qualifi-
cation guarantees also depend on its scarcity, the investments made (in 
time and effort) may turn out to be less profitable than was anticipated 
when they were made (there having been a de facto change in the 
conversion rate between academic capital and economic capital). The 
strategies for converting economic capital into cultural capital, which 
are among the short-term factors of the schooling explosion and the 
inflation of qualifications, are governed by changes in the structure of 
the chances of profit offered by the different types of capital.

(Bourdieu, 1986, p. 248)

In summary, families rich in cultural capital are able to pass this on to 
their children and thus convert it into educational advantages.

Bourdieu’s concepts and RAT are often seen as being in conflict, but, 
as Vester (2006) has argued, they can also fruitfully be used together. For 
example, there is a view that primary effects as developed by Boudon 
have some affinity with the idea of cultural capital: the family’s cultural 
capital provides children with the kind of knowledge and approach to 
the world helpful for early success in school.

Swartz (1981) similarly argues that while there are important dif-
ferences between the two approaches, they have much in common, 
including their attention to socio-economic structure, their focus on 
individual actors and the ways in which interacting factors produce 
social phenomena. Throughout this book, I take the position that both 
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families of theories, Bourdieu’s habitus and cultural capital theories 
on the one hand and RAT-based explanations on the other hand, can 
be helpful for explaining the outcomes under study, and I therefore 
draw on both. This position is strengthened by preliminary analyses 
of interviews for the project on which this book is based (published as 
Glaesser & Cooper, 2014). To summarise briefly, we came to the con-
clusion that young people both in England and Germany talk about 
their educational choices in ways which fit RAT accounts. However, 
their class-based habitus often provides upper and lower boundaries 
for their aspirations, thus conditioning the nature of the cost-benefit 
analysis entering into decision-making.

 4.2 Outcomes and explanatory factors

As noted at the beginning of this chapter, the research presented in 
this book aims to describe and explain the differential distribution 
of individuals across educational careers. The specific outcomes under 
study comprise type of secondary school attended, whether the indi-
vidual was in full-time education at the age of 17, and higher education 
aspirations.

The previous section made it clear that social background as indi-
cated by parental social class and parental level of education are key 
explanatory factors for both Bourdieu’s theories and RAT approaches. 
I therefore include social background factors in all the analyses in this 
book. In addition, potential gender differences in educational careers 
will be examined. There is considerable evidence that girls perform 
better at school than boys in most industrialised societies (for example, 
Buchmann et al., 2008; Ofsted, 2003). They obtain higher marks in tests 
early in their educational careers as well as reaching higher qualifica-
tions than boys (Buchmann & DiPrete, 2006; Buchmann et al., 2008, 
see also Glaesser & Cooper, 2012b).

In addition to such ascriptive factors (social background and gender), 
which can explain individuals’ careers once the associated mechanisms 
are spelt out, academic ability is obviously linked to educational outcomes. 
Whenever the data allow, I have therefore included this, as indicated by 
prior academic achievement, as a further explanatory factor. The qualitative 
data provided by the interviews (see below) enabled me to study in greater 
detail how these explanatory factors have their effects.

Finally, I will study factors on the systemic level. The way in which 
the secondary school systems are organised in the two countries under 
study, England and Germany, provides the structure of constraints 
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and opportunities within which social actors operate and I therefore 
describe these organisational features in the following sections. These 
features form the framework in which the individual factors under 
study operate in an interactive way.

  4.3 Secondary schooling in England

 The state secondary school system in England is largely comprehensive, 
in other words, schools do not usually select pupils for admission based 
on academic ability, though many schools use some form of internal 
stratification (so-called streaming or setting), that is, pupils are allocated 
to and taught in groups of children of similar ability. Alongside compre-
hensive schools, grammar schools which do select pupils by academic 
ability exist in some areas, and there is a private sector comprising both 
academically selective and non-selective schools.

In the state sector, parents are able to apply for a place for their child 
at their preferred secondary school. When schools have more applica-
tions than places, they allocate places according to various criteria such 
as how close the family live to the school and whether there are siblings 
already at the school. Given this, some parents choose to move to a 
particular area because of the reputation of a particular school. In effect, 
this leads to socio-economic selection via house prices to some extent, 
since house prices tend to be higher near ‘desirable’ schools. Specialist 
schools may select a proportion of up to 10 per cent of their intake 
based on aptitude in a particular subject such as sports or languages. 
Faith schools may give preference to members of a particular faith as 
long as this does not contradict other existing legislation (Eurydice, 
2013c). Again, given that some faith schools have a good reputation for 
academic achievement, some parents emphasise their commitment to a 
particular faith in order to gain a place for their child at such a school.

There are a few regions in England where secondary schools are for-
mally selective rather than comprehensive. Kent is such an area. Here, 
children sit an exam, the eleven plus, during their last year of primary 
school. This is not compulsory, but a pass in the eleven plus (or the 
Kent test, as it is sometimes called) is required for admission to grammar 
school. Grammar schools in other regions have the same entry require-
ment, the difference being that grammar schools are less common in 
these areas, therefore comprehensive schooling is the norm there.

The situation in Kent and the other selective areas reflects the his-
tory of secondary schooling. The 1944 Education Act introduced free 
universal secondary education within a tripartite system. The three 
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school types were grammar schools, technical grammar schools (whose 
number remained very low) and secondary modern schools. The latter 
were attended by those who had failed the eleven plus. This comprised 
the majority of children. Depending on region, around 20 per cent of 
children attended a grammar school. One aim of the 1944 Act had been 
to ensure greater ease of access to post-compulsory education for able 
working-class children, but evidence as to whether this was successful 
is mixed (Halsey et al., 1980). Working-class children were less likely to 
enter grammar schools than middle-class children in the first place and 
more likely to drop out if they did enter, even given similar levels of 
ability (Halsey et al., 1980; Ministry of Education, 1954). From the 1960s 
onwards, comprehensive schools were gradually introduced, partly 
to address the concerns regarding social inequality and working-class 
children’s access to post-compulsory and higher education. However, it 
is not clear whether comprehensivisation really led to greater access to 
post-compulsory education for all (for example, Heath & Jacobs, 1999).

Finally, independent schools (sometimes termed public schools) exist 
alongside the state comprehensive, grammar and secondary modern 
schools. They are funded largely through fees paid by parents (Eurydice, 
2013d). They are subject to less regulation than state schools. Around 7 
per cent of all children in England are educated privately (http://www.
isc.co.uk/research/Publications/fact-sheets/independent-schools-an-
integral-part-of-education-uk). The figure is higher for secondary pupils.

Clearly, there is scope for parental choice in England (though this may 
be more restricted in rural areas), given these characteristics of the school 
system. Independent schools are often seen as offering a better education 
than state schools, but access to them is usually limited to those whose 
parents have the financial means to pay the fees, although some means-
tested bursaries exist. Grammar schools, where they exist, are an option 
for academically able children, regardless of their parents’ financial means. 
Among the state comprehensive schools, some schools are oversubscribed 
because they offer particular subject specialisms, or their reputation for 
academic excellence or a particular ethos make them particularly attractive 
for parents. In various ways, though, choice is constrained, especially for 
those unable to move house to be in the catchment area of a ‘good’ school.

 4.4 Secondary schooling in Germany

 Education in Germany is the responsibility of the federal states, or 
Länder (singular: Land). This means that the systems vary to some 
degree, but they also have much in common. In the following, I will 
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discuss differences between the Länder insofar as they are relevant for 
the design of the study and as analytic tools, but otherwise I will focus 
on commonalities across Germany.

A key characteristic of the German secondary school system is strati-
fication. At the end of primary school,1 children receive a ‘recommen-
dation’ based on their academic attainment from their primary school 
for one of three hierarchically ordered types of school, Hauptschule, 
Realschule or Gymnasium, each offering a particular qualification. The 
qualification offered at a Hauptschule is Hauptschulabschluss, normally 
obtained at the age of 15. It is the most basic qualification intended as 
preparation for skilled manual work, serving as a prerequisite to obtain-
ing an apprenticeship of this sort. At a Realschule, pupils obtain the 
intermediate qualification Realschulabschluss, which enables them to 
access most types of apprenticeship and training short of university. 
At some Hauptschulen, it is possible for pupils who perform well to 
obtain the Realschulabschluss through spending an extra year at school. 
Some of the most able Realschule pupils stay in education for longer in 
order to obtain the highest possible qualification, the Abitur which is 
the prerequisite for university entry. Those that do so most commonly 
attend a Berufliches Gymnasium (Vocational Gymnasium) to gain their 
Abitur. These Berufliche Gymnasien have a specialism such as nutri-
tion or health and social care and a stronger focus on applied subjects 
than traditional Gymnasien, but the Abitur obtained from a Berufliches 
Gymnasium is equivalent to that obtained at a traditional Gymnasium, 
with both allowing university access to study any subject. As well as 
being an option for able Realschule leavers, they also attract pupils who 
attend a traditional Gymnasium up to year 10 and then wish to spe-
cialise in more vocationally oriented areas such as nutritional science 
or technology.

The traditional Gymnasium is for the most academically able chil-
dren who leave at the age of 18 or 192 with the Abitur. Leaving the 
Gymnasium after having successfully completed year 9 is equivalent 
to a Hauptschulabschluss and leaving Gymnasium after having suc-
cessfully completed year 10 is equivalent to a Realschulabschluss. The 
former happens rarely, but the latter is not unusual. In some Länder, 
Gesamtschulen (comprehensive schools) exist alongside the tripartite 
system (Eurydice, 2013b). All three types of qualification are on offer at 
Gesamtschulen.

The recommendation made by the primary school is binding in 
some Länder but not in others.3 Where it is binding, parents have vari-
ous ways of challenging it if they wish to enrol their child in a type 
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of school further up the hierarchy than that recommended, either by 
having the child assessed by specialised teachers who can recommend 
a different school type, or by the child’s passing an entrance exam for 
the school type they wish to attend. In addition, parents are always 
free to choose a lower type of school than that recommended. Clearly, 
there is some scope for parental choice even in those Länder where 
the recommendation is binding. However, there is some evidence that 
parents from lower social classes are more likely not to enrol their 
children in the Gymnasium even given the required recommendation 
while parents from higher social classes are more likely to appeal against 
a recommendation they are not happy with (Ditton & Krüsken, 2009).

Private schools have to be approved by the state to ensure that edu-
cational provision is adequate (Eurydice, 2013a). The proportion of 
pupils attending a private school varies considerably between Länder: 
in 2011/2012, the range was from 3.9 per cent in Schleswig-Holstein to 
13.8 per cent in Saxony. Overall, the proportion is around 8 per cent. Of 
all pupils attending private schools, 38.2 per cent attend a Gymnasium, 
15.6 per cent a Realschule, 11.6 per cent a primary school and 11.2 per cent 
a Steiner school (known in Germany as Waldorfschule), with the rest 
attending other types of school, for example comprehensive or special 
needs schools (Statistisches Bundesamt, 2012). Private secondary schools 
largely follow the tripartite structure of the state schools. Waldorfschulen 
only exist in a private form. The role of private schools is somewhat dif-
ferent from the private sector in Britain: they are not necessarily expected 
to provide a better academic education than state schools, but they tend 
to be chosen by parents who are dissatisfied with the state system for 
other reasons. The ethos of private schools can be different, for example 
in the case of church-run schools, or they may offer smaller class sizes 
and/or more extracurricular activities and after-school care. By contrast, 
in England, private schools are often seen as offering a more academi-
cally oriented education to a child who would not have access to it oth-
erwise (for example because of a lack of places at academically oriented 
schools in the area, or a lack of such schools altogether), and there is a 
tradition for the elite to use private schools for their children, with the 
tradition of attending a particular school sometimes running in families. 
German private schools rely on the same information such as recom-
mendation and prior academic performance as do state schools when 
they admit pupils and the education on offer is also similar to that of 
state schools with respect to academic rigour, expectations and outcomes.

I will discuss the social selectivity in Germany and underlying mecha-
nisms in more detail in Chapter 5. Here, I wish to stress some characteristics 
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of the English and German systems which make them useful case studies 
for the purposes of my study. The most salient difference between the 
two countries is that England’s system is largely comprehensive and 
Germany’s academically selective. One reason for comprehensivisation 
in England was the expectation that it would lead to a less socially selec-
tive system. I shall therefore explore mechanisms of social selectivity 
in both countries with the German selective system providing a useful 
contrast to the English nominally largely comprehensive one. Rational 
action theory might predict that there should be lower social selectivity 
under a comprehensive system: there are fewer branching points and 
therefore fewer decisions have to be taken, resulting in reduced selectiv-
ity by social background given that cost-benefit analyses and primary 
and secondary effects have less opportunity to come into play. Bourdieu’s 
habitus and cultural capital theories, on the other hand, would lead us 
to expect comprehensive schools to perform much in the same way as 
selective schools insofar as they attempt to offer the same education to 
everyone while not everyone has an equally relevant socio-cultural back-
ground. In such circumstances, children from a privileged background 
will tend to benefit more from the education on offer. In practice, how-
ever, not all comprehensive schools in England actually are the same: as 
described above, schools vary in their emphasis and success with regard 
to those forms of academic achievement favoured by the higher status 
universities, and specialist and faith schools exist, all within the com-
prehensive sector. Privileged social classes are more likely to gain access 
for their children to the most prestigious ‘comprehensive’ schools, and 
given the higher academic ability, on average, of such children, this in 
turn helps the success of these schools. In addition, there are alternatives 
given the existence of academically selective state schools (the grammar 
schools) and the private sector. Indeed, there is evidence to show that 
comprehensivisation has not reduced social selectivity (Bynner & Joshi, 
2002; Galindo-Rueda & Vignoles, 2005; Glaesser & Cooper, 2012a). 
Against this background, it will be interesting to analyse and assess the 
mechanisms generating socially selective educational outcomes under 
two differing systems.

In the next section, I describe the data sets used for the cross-case analyses.

 4.5 Survey data

4.5.1  England

For the cross-case analyses in England, I drew on two different data 
sources throughout the project and I have drawn on a further one for 
the new analyses presented in this book.
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One set of data used for the cross-case analyses for England was from 
Durham University’s Centre for Evaluation and Monitoring (CEM). CEM 
conducts large-scale educational monitoring studies whose main purpose 
is to provide feedback to schools on pupils’ performance. In addition to 
performance indicators, background data are collected (for an overview 
of CEM’s work, see Tymms & Coe, 2003 and http://www.cem.org/).

While the CEM centre data are contemporary, the other survey data set 
used, the National Child Development Study (NCDS), reflect an earlier 
period. The NCDS is a longitudinal study covering all children born during 
one week in March 1958 (Centre for Longitudinal Studies, 2008). It contains 
data on family of origin, schooling, cognitive ability, educational and occu-
pational outcomes and many other topics. The cohort members entered 
secondary school in 1969, when they were 11 years old. This was the period 
of comprehensive reorganisation (see Section 4.3), with some regions hav-
ing completed the transition to comprehensive secondary schools and 
others not even having started. This made it a useful data set to study 
with respect to the effects of secondary school organisation, given that 
there were effectively two systems within one country during this period.

 The findings summarised in this chapter (below) are based on CEM 
centre and NCDS data. However, for analyses pertaining to England 
new to this book, the Longitudinal Study of Young People in England 
(LSYPE) (Department for Education and National Centre for Social 
Research, 2012) was used. This is a panel study of young people, 
commissioned by the Department for Children, Schools and Families 
(DCSF) (formerly the Department for Education and Skills (DfES) and 
currently the Department for Education (DfE)). It began in 2004 when 
15,770 young people (then aged between 13 and 14) were interviewed 
along with their parents. Through annual interviews, information is 
obtained from the young person, and additional information is gained 
through interviews with the parents. For parental education, I report 
the categories degree, A-levels, GCSE, and below GCSE/no qualification. 
GCSE (General Certificate of Secondary Education) is the qualification 
obtained at the end of compulsory schooling, at the age of 16. A-levels 
(Advanced levels) are taken at the age of 18, usually in three or four 
subjects, and they form a prerequisite for university admission. Parental 
class in the LSYPE data is coded following the NS_SEC scheme which 
is a development of the Erikson-Goldthorpe class scheme (Erikson & 
Goldthorpe, 1993). I have recoded the class categories into just three 
social class groups: service, intermediate and working class.

Independent schools are underrepresented in the study: while the 
response rate at school level was 73 per cent overall, it was only 57 per cent 
for independent schools (DfE, 2011). The proportion of selective schools is 
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fairly low, too, at around 4 per cent. Table 4.1 gives an overview of some 
of the characteristics of the sample used in Chapter 6 of this book. This 
sample comprises all the cases from seven LSYPE waves with no missing 
data4 on any of the variables of interest.

4.5.2 Germany

 The German data used here are from the German Socio-Economic Panel 
(SOEP).5 The SOEP is a representative household panel study which has 
been conducted annually since 1984 in West Germany. East German 
households were added in 1990. There are separate questionnaires for 
each household and for each individual living there. Parents are asked 
to give information on their children up to and including the age of 16. 
At age 17, the young people fill in a specific youth questionnaire, and 
the adult questionnaire from the age of 18. They remain in the study 
even if they move out of their parental home, in which case their new 
household is added to the study. The last wave I am using is from 2007. 
My sample (n � 790) consists of all those born between 1986 and 1990 
who filled in a questionnaire at the age of 17 with no missing informa-
tion6 on the variables used in this study, using all the SOEP samples 
including refreshment as well as high-income samples.7 Parental class 
here is coded following the Erikson-Goldthorpe scheme (Erikson & 
Goldthorpe, 1993), and as with the LSYPE data, I have recoded class into 
the three categories service, intermediate and working class (Table 4.2).

4.6   Interviews

The previous section described the data sets used for the cross-case 
analyses. The purpose of the interviews described in this section was 
to supplement the insights gained via large n QCA cross-case analyses 
with within-case process-tracing case studies (George & Bennett, 2005), 
with the aim of exploring mechanisms that generate the regularities 
described by the QCA.

As noted in Chapter 2, George and Bennett (2005) stress the impor-
tance of careful case selection as a key element of process-tracing, 
and that the selection of cases has to match the goal of a study. 
I undertook the selection of cases for interview and analysis in two 
steps: (1) the selection of the whole sample of cases through a process 
of theoretical sampling, and (2) from this sample subsequent selections 
of cases for particular purposes.

(1) In selecting the whole sample of interviewees, I aimed to ensure, 
as far as possible, a spread of cases across the different combinations 
of factors identified as theoretically relevant, i.e. gender, parental 
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Table 4.1 LSYPE sample description (n � 4,972)

Factor Values n (per cent 
of total)

Gender Male 2,502 (50.3)
Female 2,470 (49.7)

Father’s highest qualification Degree 799 (16.1)
A-levels 1,589 (32.0)
GCSE 1,355 (27.3)
Below GCSE/no qualification 1,229 (24.7)

Mother’s highest qualification Degree 607 (12.2)
A-levels 1,488 (29.9)
GCSE 1,626 (32.7)
Below GCSE/no qualification 1,251 (25.2)

Father’s social class Service class 2,160 (43.4)
Intermediate class 1,824 (36.7)
Working class 988 (19.9)

Mother’s social class Service class 1,610 (32.4)
Intermediate class 1,662 (33.4)
Working class 1,700 (34.2)

Young person is in full-time 
education age 17

Yes 3,891 (78.3)

No 1,081 (21.7)

Young person’s current or 
last type of school

Comprehensive 4,693 (94.4)

Selective 279 (5.6)

Young person is expecting to 
go to university (‘likely’ or 
‘very likely’)

Yes 3,231 (65.0)

No 1,741 (35.0)

Key stage 2* test results Mean 27.99
Median 28.48
Standard deviation 3.605
Minimum 15.00
Maximum 36.00

High performer on key stage 
2 test �

Yes 3,037 (61.1)

No 1,935 (38.9)

* ‘The national curriculum is organised into blocks of years called “key stages” (KS). At the 
end of each key stage, your child’s teacher will formally assess their performance to measure 
your child’s progress’ (https://www.gov.uk/national-curriculum/overview). Key stage 2 com-
prises years 3–6, with a test taken at the end when children are aged 11.
� This is based on splitting the sample at the median for the full sample (n � 14,420) which 
was 27.4. Due to dropout, the resulting split for my sample is not at the sample median of 
28.48.
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background factors and school types. Another criterion was to include 
interviewees in both England and Germany from regions and schools 
which are different from the system in the rest of each country. The 
rationale for this was as follows: one of the aims of this study was to 
investigate whether and to what extent the school system forms part 
of the constellation of factors influencing educational outcomes. It can 
therefore be fruitful to study countries with different systems. However, 
this leaves open the question of whether any differences in outcomes to 
be found are due to the differences between the school systems, or 

Table 4.2 SOEP sample description (n � 790)

Factor Values n (per cent 
of total)

Gender Male 395 (50.0)
Female 395 (50.0)

Father’s highest academic qualification Degree 263 (33.3)
Abitur 49 (5.2)
Realschule 246 (31.1)
Hauptschule 224 (28.4)
No qualification 8 (1.0)

Mother’s highest academic qualification Degree 224 (28.4)
Abitur 51 (6.4)
Realschule 338 (42.8)
Hauptschule 169 (21.4)
No qualification 8 (1.0)

Father’s social class Service class 335 (42.4)
Intermediate class 154 (19.5)
Working class 301 (38.1)

Mother’s social class Service class 252 (31.9)
Intermediate class 341 (43.2)
Working class 197 (24.9)

Young person’s secondary school 
recommendation

Gymnasium 433 (54.8)

Realschule 259 (32.8)
Hauptschule 98 (12.4)

Young person’s current type of school Not in education 19 (2.4)
Hauptschule 44 (5.5)
Realschule 202 (25.6)
Gesamtschule 38 (4.8)
Gymnasium 382 (48.4)
Vocational training 105 (13.3)

Young person is expecting to go to 
university (‘likely’ or ‘very likely’)

Yes 269 (34.1)

No 521 (65.9)
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to some cultural differences between the countries. For this reason, 
I studied within-country differences concerning the organisation of the 
school system in addition to between-country differences. For example, 
for England, I conducted interviews with pupils attending a grammar 
school and a secondary modern school in Kent. The reason for choosing 
Kent rather than selecting some grammar school in a different part of 
the country was that Kent, unlike other regions, is almost purely selec-
tive. If a grammar school exists in a largely comprehensive region, the 
choices to be made by parents and their children are less restricted than 
if selection is the only system on offer. In Germany, I interviewed pupils 
at two Gesamtschulen (comprehensive schools) in Nordrhein-Westfalen. 
While there is no purely comprehensive region in Germany, Nordrhein-
Westfalen has a large enough number of Gesamtschulen to make this a 
real option for many parents. The other interviews took place in purely 
comprehensive areas in England (South East and North East of England) 
and purely selective areas in Germany (Baden-Württemberg).

The interviewees were drawn from 15 schools altogether, nine in 
Germany (three Hauptschulen and two each of Realschulen, Gymnasien 
and Gesamtschulen) and six in England (comprehensive with sixth 
form, comprehensive without sixth form, voluntary aided compre-
hensive,8 grammar school in Kent, secondary modern school in Kent, 
independent school). The interviewees were chosen based on informa-
tion given on a short form that pupils had completed, giving details of 
parents’ education and occupation and, for German interviewees, of the 
recommendation received at the end of primary school. The interview 
transcripts are available to researchers via the UK data archive (http://
reshare.ukdataservice.ac.uk/851503/).

(2) In a second step, I employed QCA to analyse which configurations 
of factors were quasi-sufficient or quasi-necessary for obtaining specific 
educational outcomes, drawing on the SOEP and LSYPE data.9 The factors 
again included parental education, parental occupation, the pupil’s sex 
and, for Germany, academic achievement as indicated by the recommen-
dation (I did not use the academic achievement measure from the LSYPE 
data because I did not have an achievement measure for the English 
interviewees), and the school type attended at the age of 15 or 16, i.e. 
towards the end of compulsory schooling. On the basis of these analy-
ses, I classified cases as typical, deviant and inconclusive with regard to 
necessity and sufficiency and chose cases relevant for a particular analytic 
purpose from these categories (for details see Chapters 5 and 6).

The interview sample comprised 79 cases in total. 43 interviews were 
conducted in Germany and 36 in England. The cases are described as 
configurations of factors in the following tables (Tables 4.3 and 4.4).
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Clearly, even with 79 interviews, it is difficult to cover all the theoretically 
potentially relevant cases, and so some cells in Table 4.3 and Table 4.4 
have no cases at all, while the others have just one or a few cases. This 
problem, often ignored by some who claim to be able to explore the 
effects of many factors with few cases, becomes obvious when types of 
cases are set out in a truth table representing the relevant property space 
or attribute space (Becker, 1998, Chapter 5; Lazarsfeld, 1937). These 
small case numbers reflect the fact that I was only able to conduct a 
limited number of interviews, but they also point to the phenomenon 
termed limited diversity (Ragin & Sonnett, 2005): not all combinations 
occur with equal frequency in the world because the factors themselves 
are related. For example, some of the empty cells are ones where there 
would be a mismatch between parental qualifications and social class. 
Level of qualification and occupational status are often related, and 
so it is not surprising that there are fewer cases where one but not the 
other is high. Similarly, it is not surprising that there are no cases of 
young people in the independent school where parents neither have 
high qualifications nor occupy service class positions. Such parents are 
less likely to hold either the economic or the cultural capital required 
to enable their children’s attendance at such a school.

I should also note that both the independent and the grammar school 
in my sample were girls’ schools. This reflects the fact that I wasn’t able 
to gain access to mixed or boys’ schools of either type.

4.7   Findings

Some findings from this project have already been published elsewhere. 
Since these have informed the analyses reported in this book, it may be 
helpful for the reader to be aware of their broad findings. I will therefore 
briefly summarise three earlier papers here. I will also use this opportunity, 
in summarising the first paper, to demonstrate some of the insights a QCA 
analysis has to offer. This first paper concerned Germany, with a focus on 
whether or not young people’s schooling careers were stable or not; the sec-
ond focussed on GCSE success in England today, taking account of gender, 
parental education and cognitive ability. The third paper also deals with 
educational success or otherwise in England, but with a special interest in 
school systems. All three papers use the large n data sets described above.

4.7.1 Flexibility in the selective German secondary system

As noted above, the German secondary school system is selective and 
stratified, but it also allows for changes between tracks. The paper 
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summarised here (Glaesser & Cooper, 2011b) used SOEP data, firstly, to 
investigate, descriptively, the amount of flexibility in the system and, 
secondly, to analyse who experiences this flexibility. The descriptive 
part consisted of comparing the first type of secondary school attended 
after primary school with the one the young person attended age 17 (or, 
if they had already left school, the last one they attended). The majority 
of cases are in the same type of school at the beginning and towards 
the end of their secondary schooling careers, indicating a certain level 
of stability of German secondary school careers, but there are notable 
exceptions. Over 40 per cent of Hauptschule pupils move to a higher 
type of school or to a Gesamtschule. There is more movement up than 
down from the Realschule, with around 6 per cent of cases going to 
Hauptschule and 19 per cent to Gymnasium. The Gymnasium itself 
provides a fairly secure route to the Abitur: around 90 per cent of those 
who enter it age 10 are still in a Gymnasium age 17.

Our next step was to analyse whether there was any social selectivity 
in the way the young people moved between tracks. Using QCA, we 
were able to show that both moving up from Hauptschule and dropping 
out of the Gymnasium were associated with combinations of condi-
tions comprising the recommendation received at the end of primary 
school, as well as parental education and/or social class. Following 
the more abstract introduction to QCA in Chapter 3, I will now use 
the first of these two analyses to illustrate both the issue of limited 
diversity and of the substantive interpretation of QCA findings. The 
outcome here is attending or having successfully completed a higher 
type of school than Hauptschule at the age of 17 (‘HS_UP’) if the first 
secondary school attended had been a Hauptschule. The conditions are 
gender (‘MALE’, coded 1 = male, 0 = female), whether at least one par-
ent is in the service class (‘SC_1P’), whether at least one parent holds at 
least Realschulabschluss as their highest school qualification (‘RS_1P’) 
and whether the young person had received a recommendation for 
the Hauptschule at the end of primary school (‘HS_REC’). Table 4.5 is the 
relevant truth table.

All the rows have at least one case, so strictly speaking there is no 
limited diversity. However, Ragin (2008) notes that, particularly with 
large n analyses where the researcher lacks detailed case knowledge, 
there is a danger of measurement or coding error, and he recommends 
using a frequency threshold for the Boolean minimisation process so 
as not to include rows where the empirical evidence is not strong. In 
this particular analysis, the rows with particularly low n happen to 
fall below any reasonable threshold for consistency with sufficiency 
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anyway, so a frequency threshold was not applied.10 It would be a differ-
ent matter if we intended to analyse the negated outcome, ‘not moving 
up from Hauptschule’. This would entail entering the bottom rows into 
the process of Boolean minimisation, and they have very low n indeed.

Another point to note concerning limited diversity in this table is the 
fact that the rows with particularly low n tend to be those where there 
is a mismatch between the conditions. For example, rows 5 and 6 com-
prise cases where at least one parent is in the service class, but neither 
parent holds a qualification above Hauptschulabschluss. Given the rela-
tionship between qualification and social class, it is not surprising that 
such constellations are less common than those where qualification and 
social class match. Limited diversity often has its roots in the realities of 
the social world; it is not the result of a purely random process.

In the paper, we applied three different consistency thresholds, 0.85, 
0.8 and 0.75, to explore what solutions are produced when the require-
ments for consistency with sufficiency move from strict to less strict. 
The solutions are reproduced in Box 4.1.

At the least demanding level of consistency with sufficiency (solution 3), 
the solution comprises just one pathway: the combination of having at 
least one parent who holds at least Realschulabschluss with the young 
person’s having received a recommendation for at least Realschule at 
the end of primary school. Higher levels of consistency mean that more 

Table 4.5 Truth table, outcome moving up from Hauptschule

Row no. MALE SC_1P RS_1P HS_REC Number HS_UP Consistency

1 0 1 1 0 9 0.889
2 0 0 1 0 15 0.867
3 1 1 1 0 15 0.8
4 1 0 1 0 17 0.765
5 1 1 0 0 3 0.667
6 1 1 0 1 2 0.5
7 0 0 0 0 8 0.5
8 1 0 0 0 7 0.429
9 0 0 0 1 15 0.4
10 1 1 1 1 8 0.375
11 1 0 0 1 17 0.294
12 0 0 1 1 11 0.273
13 1 0 1 1 13 0.231
14 0 1 1 1 6 0.167
15 0 1 0 1 2 0
16 0 1 0 0 1 0
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conditions have to be combined with this. In solution 2, they are having 
at least one parent in the service class or being female. In solution 1, 
at the most demanding consistency level of 0.85, having a parent in 
the service class does not feature and only being female, in combina-
tion with the other two conditions, constitutes a sufficient pathway to 
obtaining the outcome. The recommendation is clearly an important 

Solution 1 (0.85 consistency threshold)

 Raw Unique
 Coverage Coverage Consistency
 ———— ———— —————–
male*RS_1P*hs_rec 0.273 0.273 0.875

Solution coverage: 0.273
Solution consistency: 0.875

Solution 2 (0.80 consistency threshold)

 Raw Unique 
 Coverage Coverage Consistency
 ———— ———— —————–
male*RS_1P*hs_rec� 0.273 0.169 0.875 
SC_1P*RS_1P*hs_rec 0.260 0.156 0.833 

Solution coverage: 0.429
Solution consistency: 0.846

Solution 3 (0.75 consistency threshold)

 Raw Unique 
 Coverage Coverage Consistency
 ———— ———— —————–
RS_1P*hs_rec 0.597 0.597 0.821 

Solution coverage: 0.597
Solution consistency: 0.821

Box 4.1 Solutions for Table 4.5, outcome moving up from 
Hauptschule
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element, but it is equally clear that it is not sufficient on its own. Having 
had a higher recommendation than for the Hauptschule has to be com-
bined with particular social background factors for someone to be able 
to move up from the Hauptschule.

Some brief remarks on boys: there is no quasi-sufficient pathway for 
boys at the highest level of consistency, 0.85 (solution 1 in Box 4.1). At 
the next level of 0.8, there is a sufficient pathway containing boys, but 
it comprises only those whose parents are in the service class and who 
hold at least the Realschulabschluss qualification themselves. Without 
further analyses, it is not easy to know why parental education was 
sufficient for girls, but for boys it had to be combined with parental 
social background at the 0.8 consistency level, and why there was no 
sufficient pathway for boys at all at the 0.85 level. This does, however, 
point to there being some difference in how boys and girls fare which 
is worth investigating further.

In Chapter 5, I will show how the interviews enabled me to explore 
further the roles of social background and the recommendation in shap-
ing young people’s educational pathways in Germany and therefore to 
make explanatory sense of these findings.

4.7.2 GCSE success

Moving to England, another set of findings concerns the significance 
of configurations comprising gender, ability and parental education in 
the prediction of success in obtaining good GCSEs (Glaesser & Cooper, 
2012b). One disadvantage of the German SOEP data is that there is no 
ability measure. The data for England used in the paper summarised 
here are CEM centre data, and they do contain an ability measure 
based on a cognitive ability test taken during year 11, that is, at the 
age of 15/16. Using QCA, we conducted separate analyses for cases in 
non-selective and selective schools. We were able to show that while a 
minimum level of cognitive ability was part of all the configurations 
we identified as quasi-sufficient for obtaining good GCSEs, it was not 
sufficient on its own except for cases with very high ability, defined 
as being in the top quartile of the ability distribution. For cases with 
ability in the second quartile, being female and/or being from a family 
with high parental education had to be part of the configurations. In 
other words, for girls, cognitive ability above the median was sufficient 
for obtaining good GCSEs, regardless of family background. Boys of the 
same level of ability had to have two parents with degrees for this to be 
a sufficient configuration.
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We concluded that ‘boys suffer more from lack of cultural capital, as 
indicated by parental education, with regard to educational attainment 
at GCSE’ and that

we have been able, if not to confirm conclusively that a particular 
mechanism is operating, then at least to provide evidence which 
is in line with the theory claiming that the class/gender interaction is 
brought about by the greater compatibility both of girls’ behaviour 
and of middle-class values and culture with school culture (p. 476).

There are two reasons why we use parental education in the analyses but 
then refer to class in the conclusion. The first is that parental education 
seemed a better proxy for cultural capital, which is the basis of much of 
the theoretical discussion in this area; the other is that the social class 
measure available in the Yellis data is not of a standard sociological 
form. However, we repeated our analyses using this social class measure 
and the results were similar, so we felt it was justified to refer to social 
class. I explore further the question of middle-class culture and its role 
in achieving educational success in particular throughout this book.

4.7.3 Comprehensive versus selective schooling

While comprehensive secondary schooling is now the dominant system 
in England, a selective system was the norm until the 1970s. Given 
the ongoing debate about forms of schooling in many countries, the 
next findings I report here are those based on an analysis of NCDS data 
and concern educational outcomes experienced by individuals born in 
1958 (Glaesser & Cooper, 2012a). We made use of the fact that during 
the 1970s, there was a period where selective and comprehensive sys-
tems were in place in different areas. Not surprisingly, we found that, 
again, high social class of origin and high cognitive ability were asso-
ciated with higher educational attainment, but we also showed that, 
contrary to expectations held both by some proponents and critics of 
comprehensivisation, the young people’s experience in both systems 
was remarkably similar, with one exception. For the configuration non-
service class boys with high cognitive ability, growing up in an area with 
selective schooling forms one element of a quasi-sufficient pathway 
to the outcome ‘obtaining at least A-level qualifications’. Institutional 
arrangements did not form part of any of the other configurations that 
were quasi-sufficient for the outcome, with the consistency threshold 
set at 0.79 (there were a number of truth table rows very close to either 
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side of 0.8, but then a huge jump, which is why we decided to include 
all the rows with consistencies above 0.79 in the Boolean minimisa-
tion process). This indicates that for most people, whether they grew 
up in a comprehensive or selective area did not greatly affect their 
educational outcomes. In addition to the Boolean truth table analysis, 
we also undertook pairwise comparisons of some relevant rows which 
led us to come to the same conclusion of the relative unimportance of 
school system.

This book, particularly through the analyses reported in Chapters 5–8, 
intends to contribute further to this debate by exploring selective and 
comprehensive schooling in England and Germany. I begin in the next 
chapter by analysing young people’s educational careers in the largely 
selective German secondary school system.
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5
Which Young People in Germany 
are in a Gymnasium at the Age 
of 17? A Typological Analysis

The Gymnasium is the most academically selective and the most prestig-
ious among the types of secondary school in Germany (see Chapter 4). 
While attending a Gymnasium is not the only way to obtain the Abitur, 
the prerequisite for university access, it is the most common and 
straightforward way. Many parents therefore wish for their children to 
enter this type of school. In this chapter, I present and discuss findings 
both from Qualitative Comparative Analysis (QCA) analyses of German 
Socio-Economic Panel (SOEP) data (see Chapter 4) and in-depth analy-
ses of my interviews to describe and explain Gymnasium attendance to 
age 17. Since some young people leave the Gymnasium at the age of 16 
with the intermediate qualification of Realschulabschluss, staying on to 
17 is a clearer indicator of being en route to obtaining the Abitur than 
merely entering the Gymnasium would be.

   5.1 QCA findings

For this QCA analysis, the outcome focussed upon is whether the young 
person was in a Gymnasium at the age of 17, ‘GY17’. The four condi-
tions considered are (1) gender (‘MALE’, coded 1 � male, 0 � female), 
(2) parental qualification (‘ABI_1P’, coded 1 � one or both parents have 
Abitur, 0 � neither parent has Abitur), (3) parental social class (‘SC_1P’, 
coded 1 � one or both parents are in the service class, 0 � neither 
parent is in the service class) and the recommendation received at the end 
of primary school, ‘GY_REC’ (1 � recommendation was for Gymnasium, 
0 � recommendation was for Realschule or Hauptschule). The recommen-
dation is a fairly complex measure. It captures academic ability, given that 
it is based on performance in the last year in primary school, but it is also 
connected to social background since academic performance at this stage 
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of development has been shown to be linked to this. In addition, teachers 
may be aware of a child’s social background and use it to predict whether 
or not he/she will succeed or struggle in the Gymnasium. Another compli-
cating factor concerning the recommendation, in addition to its reflecting 
ability as well as social background, lies in the formal properties of the 
school system: the recommendation is binding in some Länder which 
makes it very hard for children to enter the Gymnasium if the recommen-
dation is for a lower type of school. Where it isn’t binding, parents may be 
reluctant to override it to send their child to a higher type of school than 
that recommended, especially those from a less well-educated background 
(Ditton & Krüsken, 2009).1 In summary, the recommendation can be 
expected to be a fairly good predictor of type of school attended, although 
this is likely to be for a variety of reasons.

Table 5.1 is the truth table setting out the configurations and their 
consistency with the outcome.

As recommended in Chapter 3, I begin by inspecting the truth table 
itself. Not surprisingly, given the key role of the recommendation, the 
top half of the table comprises all eight configurations containing 
the cases where the recommendation for the Gymnasium was present. 
There is then a noticeable drop in consistency, from 0.639 to 0.429, 
between rows 8 and 9.

Another point to note is the unequal distribution of cases across the rows. 
Parental education and parental social class are correlated, as expected. 
This is evident from the fact that rows where both social class and educa-
tion are high as well as those where both are low tend to have more cases 
than rows where class and education are not so typically aligned.2

In the next step, I have obtained Boolean solutions for three thresh-
olds of consistency:

Using a strict threshold of 0.9 results in just one truth table row enter-
ing the solution. Belonging to the configuration ‘girls from the most 
privileged background who had received the recommendation for the 
Gymnasium’ is a quasi-sufficient condition for attending a Gymnasium 
at age 17. Lowering the threshold slightly to include the next truth table 
row results in a solution with slightly lower consistency but more than 
double coverage to give all cases, male and female, from a privileged 
social background who had received the Gymnasium recommendation. 
Consistency for solution 3, employing a threshold of 0.75, is slightly 
lower again, but still fairly high, both for the solution as a whole and for 
each pathway in the solution. The two (partly overlapping) pathways to 
the outcome here are: ABI_1P*GY_REC � MALE*SC_1P*GY_REC, linked 
by logical OR, that is, the combination of having at least one parent 
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with the Abitur and having received a recommendation for Gymnasium 
at the end of primary school, or, for males only, the combination of 
having had that recommendation coupled with having at least one 
parent in the service class. The first of these elements, ABI_1P*GY_REC, 
comprises the first two and the fourth and fifth truth table rows, i.e. 
the combinations 0111, 1111, 1101 and 0101 (where the 1s and 0s refer 

Solution 1: 0.9 threshold

 Raw Unique
 coverage coverage Consistency
 ———— ———— —————–
male*ABI_1P*SC_1P*GY_REC 0.230 0.230 0.917 

Solution coverage: 0.230 
Solution consistency: 0.917

Solution 2: 0.8 threshold

 Raw Unique
 coverage coverage Consistency
 ———— ———— —————–
ABI_1P*SC_1P*GY_REC 0.476 0.476 0.879

Solution coverage: 0.476 
Solution consistency: 0.879

Solution 3: 0.75 threshold

 Raw Unique
 coverage coverage Consistency
 ———— ———— —————–
ABI_1P*GY_REC� 0.552 0.306 0.865
MALE*SC_1P*GY_REC 0.327 0.081 0.833 

Solution coverage: 0.634
Solution consistency: 0.855

Box 5.1 Solutions for Table 5.1, outcome in Gymnasium 
at age 17
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to the entry against the respective conditions). The second element, 
MALE*SC_1P*GY_REC, comprises the combinations 1111 and 1011. 
Combination 1111 is the overlap.

Coverage for the solution as a whole is fairly high, but not so high 
as to indicate that these two are the only pathways leading to the 
outcome. It is worth noting that the unique coverage of the second 
pathway is fairly low which indicates that most of the set representing 
this pathway overlaps the set representing the other pathway.3 In other 
words, many cases who have the conditions indicated by the second 
pathway will also have those of the first. This is exactly the sort of situa-
tion where case studies of processes are required in order to move to any 
causal understanding: such case studies can be used to analyse whether 
the same causal processes characterise the cases belonging only to the 
first, only to the second pathway or to the overlap.

The recommendation for Gymnasium is part of both pathways in 
solution 3, and also part of solutions 1 and 2. In spite of the overall solu-
tion coverage figures not being high enough to indicate quasi-necessity 
of any of the solutions taken as a whole, a separate check showed the 
recommendation on its own to be a quasi-necessary condition, with a 
consistency with necessity of 0.890 (see Table 5.2).4 (For a discussion 
of the relation between coverage of the solution as a whole and the 
quasi-necessity of the constituting conditions, see Glaesser & Cooper, 
2010.) Solution 3 highlights another feature of QCA which can make 
it a fruitful basis for case selection. It is the finding that there are two 
quasi-sufficient pathways leading to the outcome, pointing to there 
being more than one type of typical case to explore. Regression analysts, 
insofar as they focus on a simple onlier/outlier distinction (where onlier 
refers to a low-residual case and outlier to a high-residual case), will tend 
to miss such causal complexity.5

The fact that the recommendation formed part of all the solutions 
meant that analysing its consistency with necessity was particularly 
important. In addition, I analysed the necessity of each condition 
(Table 5.2).6

Table 5.2 Analysis of necessary conditions, outcome variable: GY17

Condition Consistency with necessity Coverage for necessity

MALE 0.484 0.468
GY_REC 0.890 0.785
ABI_1P 0.618 0.728
SC_1P 0.704 0.618
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Parental social class comes close to being a quasi-necessary condition, 
but with a consistency with necessity of 0.704, it falls slightly short of 
this. Put differently, nearly 30 per cent of cases who attend a Gymnasium 
at age 17 do not have a parent in the service class. Clearly, it is possible 
to be in a Gymnasium aged 17 without this social class background. 
Some other factor, in these 30 per cent of cases, may be operating as an 
alternative source of support. By contrast, only 11 per cent of cases in 
the Gymnasium had not received the recommendation for Gymnasium 
at the end of primary school, making the recommendation much more 
clearly a quasi-necessary condition.

Before moving on to the classification of cases as typical, deviant and 
inconclusive and the subsequent analyses of such types via my inter-
views, I will briefly discuss the implications of the QCA results.

The results are consistent with theoretical expectations: both paren-
tal social class and parental education have been shown to be associ-
ated with positive educational outcomes in many contexts. Plausible 
explanatory mechanisms can be suggested by referring to the appropri-
ate theories (see Chapter 4): according to Bourdieu, parents from a high 
social class background will have the necessary cultural capital and 
habitus to support their children in performing well in primary school 
and thus gaining a recommendation for the Gymnasium. It is also pos-
sible to draw on Boudon’s primary and secondary effects to explain 
these findings: children from these backgrounds perform better, on 
average, than their less privileged peers, and they therefore receive the 
recommendation for the Gymnasium – the primary effect – and they 
are subsequently more likely to actually attend the Gymnasium, given 
the recommendation, than other children – the secondary effect (for 
example Baumert et al., 2003).

The key role of the recommendation became evident in that it is an 
element of all the quasi-sufficient pathways and that it is, in addition, 
a quasi-necessary condition on its own. This also fits expectations, 
given its threefold nature as a proxy for academic ability, social back-
ground and system requirement.

However, notwithstanding the theoretical plausibility of these results, 
questions remain. For one thing, it is important to bear in mind that 
I have mainly discussed (quasi-)sufficient configurations of conditions 
so far. Such configurations of sufficient conditions can help explain 
why cases with certain characteristics obtain the outcome, but given 
that these configurations of conditions are mostly not (quasi-)necessary 
(see the coverage figures in Box 5.1), we know that some cases not in 
these configurations will also achieve Gymnasium entry. In addition, 
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not all the cases showing the configurations of conditions identified 
as quasi-sufficient actually display the outcome. Finally, there are some 
configurations where there is no clear trend with regard to whether or 
not they are associated with the outcome. The next section describes 
how cases can be classified as typical, deviant and inconclusive on the 
basis of the results discussed so far, for the purpose of further theoreti-
cal exploration.

 5.2 Classification and selection of typical, 
deviant and inconclusive cases

I now explore further the questions that remain following the QCA 
analysis, using within-case analysis of interview data. QCA has identi-
fied some quasi-sufficient pathways to the outcome consistent with 
theoretical expectations. These are not necessary conjunctions of 
conditions, however, indicating that many more cases will obtain the 
outcome than are captured by these (quasi-)sufficient7 pathways. In 
addition, given that I have analysed quasi-sufficiency rather than strict 
sufficiency, there will be some cases that have a conjunction of quasi-
sufficient conditions who do not obtain the outcome.

A strictly deterministic model might look like this: CONFIGURATION1 � 
CONFIGURATION2 � CONFIGURATION3 � OUTCOME (solution 
consistency � 1, solution coverage � 1), where the double arrow indi-
cates that the solution is both sufficient and necessary. As we have seen, 
however, most solutions – including the ones I have found – are less 
perfect than this, with both consistency and coverage indices below 1. 
In my earlier discussion of Lieberson’s (1997, especially pp. 364–365 
and pp. 374–375) understanding of the role of probability in social 
analyses (end of Section 2.3), I noted that such less than perfect indices 
might result from true randomness or from less than complete model 
specification. It is unlikely, of course, that I have included in my models 
every factor relevant to explaining every individual’s outcome. For this 
reason alone, it could be expected that there would be some cases which 
deviate from the outcome expected on the basis of quasi-sufficiency 
and quasi-necessity analyses, and these warrant further investigation, in 
order to be able to identify additional factors which are associated with 
the outcome. I extend this approach to those cases found in a number 
of truth table rows where consistency is not high enough to make them 
(quasi-)sufficient configurations, but high enough nevertheless that it is 
not very unusual for the cases described by them to obtain the outcome 
(for example the configuration male*abi_1p*sc_1p*GY_REC – girls with 
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a Gymnasium recommendation whose parents neither hold the Abitur 
nor have service class occupations: consistency with sufficiency is 0.639 
which means that 63.9 per cent of such cases will attend a Gymnasium 
aged 17. While this cannot be described as a quasi-sufficient condition, 
this proportion is higher than the grand mean of 48.4 per cent attend-
ing Gymnasium). Such cases can be harder to explain through cross-
case large n analysis (though it can be possible if appropriate variables 
happen to exist in the data set), both with regard to obtaining and not 
obtaining the outcome.

My necessity analysis led to the identification of a condition – the 
recommendation – which was present in most but not all cases. It is 
to be expected that cases without the recommendation will not be in a 
Gymnasium at the age of 17, so cases that are in Gymnasium neverthe-
less are therefore particularly interesting for further analysis, since they 
have achieved an outcome without having a condition identified as 
quasi-necessary. Note that the converse is not true to the same extent: 
while we would normally expect cases with the recommendation to be 
in the Gymnasium, this outcome does not follow from their having 
this condition alone,8 given that it is quasi-necessary but not (quasi-)
sufficient (see Figure 3.2 and the associated discussion).

The in-depth case studies presented below are intended to shed some 
light on the generative mechanisms which led to unexpected pathways. 
They can also help explore additional pathways which can lead to the 
outcome and to explain why some cases do not follow the pathways 
identified via QCA. The next step is therefore to identify typical and 
deviant cases with regard to the outcome of being in Gymnasium at 
the age of 17.

George and Bennett (2005), who argue for within-case process-tracing 
as a route to causal understanding, classify types of cases in terms of their 
potential value for explaining outcomes, as part of what they term ‘typo-
logical theorising’. They discuss, among others, deviant, most likely, least 
likely and crucial cases each of which can play a specific role in confirm-
ing or disconfirming the existence of some hypothesised causal pathway. 
Seawright and Gerring (2008) use a similar categorisation of cases, relying 
on forms of regression analysis to analyse large data sets and basing sub-
sequent case selection on the pattern of results. Depending on the goal of 
the analysis, different kinds of cases may be selected. They discuss seven 
procedures for selecting cases. In keeping with the underlying regression 
paradigm, a key criterion is whether a case is an ‘onlier’ (a low-residual 
case) or an ‘outlier’ (high-residual). The former is regarded as typical for 
the phenomenon under study, the latter as deviant.9
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For my purposes, the most relevant of these authors’ suggestions are 
to classify cases merely as typical and deviant. In addition, I use a third 
category which I have termed inconclusive. Before allocating my specific 
cases to the three categories, I now explain which constellations of con-
ditions and outcome can in principle be classified as typical or deviant, 
and which constellations are neither, making them inconclusive. By 
constellations I refer here to the way in which any given configuration of 
conditions is combined with either presence or absence of the outcome: 
a constellation can be both conditions and outcome present, conditions 
absent and outcome present, conditions present and outcome absent 
and both conditions and outcome absent.

I call cases showing the constellation presence of quasi-sufficient com-
binations of conditions with presence of the outcome ‘typical with regard 
to sufficiency’. Cases combining presence of such conditions with absence 
of the outcome, I term ‘deviant with regard to sufficiency’. Concerning 
necessity, again, cases combining presence of a quasi-necessary condition 
with presence of the outcome are ‘typical with regard to necessity’. Cases 
who are ‘deviant with regard to necessity’ combine absence of a quasi-
necessary condition with presence of the outcome (for a more detailed 
discussion of how cases may be classified as typical and deviant, see 
Glaesser & Cooper, 2011a).

Inconclusive cases, with or without the outcome, are all those contained 
within a configuration of conditions which is not (quasi-)sufficient for 
the outcome, but with a consistency which is higher than the grand 
mean. In Table 5.1, this comprises truth table rows 6–8. I do not have any 
cases in my interview sample corresponding to row 6, but I do have cases 
for rows 7 and 8 which can be summarised as abi_1p*sc_1p*GY_REC 
(males and females with the recommendation for the Gymnasium whose 
parents do not have the Abitur and who are not in the service class). My 
inconclusive category thus only refers to sufficiency; I have not analysed 
cases that are inconclusive with regard to necessity. The question of 
particular interest for inconclusive cases is whether, in further analyses, 
it is possible systematically to identify expanded configurations of con-
ditions that are sufficient for all the inconclusive cases with a particular 
constellation through more in-depth analysis, in other words, to obtain 
a model where more truth table rows are close to 1 or 0. Alternatively, it 
is possible that there is no such shared configuration of conditions that 
would help explain the outcome, and each case’s individual history has 
to be examined to explain presence or absence of the outcome.

Table 5.3 illustrates which cases were classified as typical, deviant and 
inconclusive based on the QCA solution and the truth table, and which 



72 

Table 5.3 Types of configuration with names of interviewees

Configuration Outcome Types of cases Interviewees 
(pseudonyms)

ABI_1P*GY_REC Present Typical with 
regard to 
sufficiency

Alina, Anna, Daniela*, 
Lena, Ludwig+, 
Roman, Nicole
(n � 7)

MALE*SC_1P*GY_REC Present Typical with 
regard to 
sufficiency

Jonas, Ludwig+

(n � 2)

ABI_1P*GY_REC Absent Deviant with 
regard to 
sufficiency

Samuel
(n � 1)

MALE*SC_1P*GY_REC Absent Deviant with 
regard to 
sufficiency

No cases

gy_rec Present Deviant with 
regard to 
necessity

Sibel, Andreas, Julia*, 
Christian*, Aynur*, 
Tessa*
(n � 6)

male*abi_1p*SC_1P*GY_REC Present/
Absent

Inconclusive 
with regard 
to sufficiency, 
with or 
without 
outcome

No cases

abi_1p*sc_1p*GY_REC Present Inconclusive 
with regard 
to sufficiency, 
with outcome

Diana, Jessica, 
Magdalena, Marina, 
Marko, Peter, 
Sebastian, Vanessa*
(n � 8)

abi_1p*sc_1p*GY_REC Absent Inconclusive 
with regard 
to sufficiency, 
without 
outcome

Kevin, Nadine, Patrick
(n � 3)

* Daniela, Julia, Christian, Aynur, Tessa and Vanessa are on the Gymnasium route within 
Gesamtschulen.
+ Ludwig appears twice in this table because his constellation of factors is MALE*
ABI_1P*SC_1P*GY_REC which is the overlap of the two sufficient pathways ABI_1P*GY_REC 
and MALE*SC_1P*GY_REC.
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interviewees from the full interview sample matched the classification. 
Note that cases that are typical with regard to necessity (those who 
have the condition of Gymnasium recommendation and the outcome 
of being in Gymnasium) are not listed because there are so many of 
them (though some of them are captured by the typical with regard 
to sufficiency category given that these all had the recommendation). 
Likewise, I have only listed the configurations captured by truth table 
rows 6–8 as inconclusive even though rows 9–11 also have consistencies 
far away from 1 or 0. I chose to focus on those where there is an absence 
of particularly favourable parental background conditions coupled with 
the presence of the recommendation (rows 7 and 8), because I was 
interested in what makes it possible for some but not others to use the 
opportunity given by the recommendation to overcome their potential 
social disadvantage. In addition, as noted above, I chose to focus on 
configurations with consistencies above the grand mean of 48.5 per 
cent achieving the outcome of being in Gymnasium.

I drew on solution 3 (Box 5.1) and the necessity analyses from the 
QCA described above (Table 5.2) as the basis of my classification of 
typical and deviant cases; and on the truth table itself (Table 5.1) for 
my classification of inconclusive cases. Recall that solution 3 con-
tained two pathways to the outcome: GY17 � ABI_1P*GY_REC � 
MALE*SC_1P*GY_REC. Comparing this with solutions 1 and 2 in Box 5.1, 
we can see that solution 3 is a superset of solutions 1 and 2. This arises 
because the threshold for consistency used to generate solution 3 was 
the lowest of the three, which means that it contains all the rows in 
solutions 1 and 2 as well as some more in addition. In using solution 3 
as the basis of my classification, I have chosen the most comprehensive 
solution rather than privileging one over the others.

I had originally entered some of the interviewees in Table 5.3 under a 
different school type (see Table 4.3), but they had to be reallocated fol-
lowing the interviews: Daniela, Julia, Christian, Aynur and Tessa are in 
year 10 in Gesamtschulen, which is where I had entered them originally, 
but within their Gesamtschule, they are on the Gymnasium track, and 
their marks are good enough for them to be certain that they will be 
able to stay on, and they are planning to do so. They are therefore in the 
same situation as any Gymnasium pupil in year 10 in the sense that they 
know they will stay on in education post-16 on a track that leads to 
the Abitur. The same applies to Nicole and Andreas: while they were in 
year 10 of a Realschule at the time of the interview, they already had a 
place at a Gymnasium for the following year. Similarly, Peter was chosen 
on the basis of his having been in the Hauptschule at the start of his 
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secondary schooling, but at the time of the interview, he already attended 
a Technical Gymnasium. In Table 5.3, I have therefore listed all these 
cases as having the outcome, attending a Gymnasium at the age of 17. In 
Table 4.3 in Chapter 4, all these cases are listed under the type of school 
they initially attended. This reflects the fact that at the time of selecting 
interviewees, it was not possible for me to be aware of these trajectories; 
these only became apparent during the interview.

The numbers here are small, not least because out of 43 interviewees, 
only 26 appear in Table 5.3. This is because the others do not belong to 
any of the configurations of conditions which form part of the solution 
of the QCA or to the inconclusive constellations identified as interest-
ing from the truth table, and they therefore cannot be identified as 
typical, deviant or inconclusive with regard to this particular outcome, 
being in Gymnasium at the age of 17. Clearly, given a different theoreti-
cal focus, analyses of conditions leading to other outcomes or leading to 
the absence of the outcome studied here could have been undertaken, 
and I would have identified other conditions and/or configurations of 
conditions to select these case studies.

In Chapter 2, I noted that description is a crucial step on the way 
to establishing phenomena that can subsequently be explained. The 
results of the QCA analyses presented above describe the phenomenon, 
and they suggest plausible causal processes on the basis of theory and 
substantive knowledge of the German school system. I will now first 
explain trajectories and outcomes of individual cases and types of cases 
by referring to the QCA models and existing theory in order to under-
take process-tracing and then use the insights from these individual 
explanations to draw some more general lessons wherever possible.

5.3 Typical cases

In this section, I discuss all the cases that are typical with regard to 
sufficiency because they follow one of the pathways, having at least 
one parent with the Abitur and having received a recommendation for 
the Gymnasium (ABI_1P*GY_REC), or being male, having at least one 
parent in the service class and having received a recommendation for 
the Gymnasium (MALE*SC_1P*GY_REC). Alina, Anna, Daniela, Lena, 
Roman and Nicole are on the first pathway, Jonas is on the second, and 
Ludwig on both.

In Chapter 4, I discussed two competing but compatible theories, 
rational action theory (RAT) and Bourdieu’s habitus theory, which 
are often used to explain educational outcomes. Glaesser and Cooper 
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(2014), drawing on interview data from the project which forms the 
basis of this book, showed how these two theories can be used together. 
Indeed, the cases identified above as typical behave as expected on the 
basis of both theories. They have in common that they have a fairly 
privileged social background, given their parents’ high level of educa-
tion or social class (or both). They also share the recommendation for 
the Gymnasium which, as discussed above, can be expected to be asso-
ciated with Gymnasium attendance.

In all their accounts, there is some evidence of RAT-type reasoning 
with a view to status maintenance or – if possible – upwards mobility, 
relative to their family of origin. Roman for example, when asked why 
he was so keen to attend the Gymnasium once he had received the 
recommendation, reasons: ‘ich wollt einfach mich gut bilden, um damit 
besser einen guten Beruf auszuüben und damit einfach nicht so tätige 
Arbeit zu tun, also so körperliche Anstrengungen wie bei meinem Vater, 
der ist Handwerker und bei dem merk ich dann schon, dass er ziemlich 
angeschlagen ist nach der Arbeit.’ (‘I just wanted to educate myself well 
so that I could have a better occupation which wouldn’t involve physi-
cal work, I mean, physical labour like my father, he’s a mechanic and 
I can see that he’s pretty worn out after work.’) His view of education 
sounds fairly instrumental: the benefit of having an eventual better job 
is worth the effort of staying in a Gymnasium. He also notes that the 
reason why his parents came to Germany from Poland was to give him 
and his brother a better life.

Branching points or decision points are of particular importance for 
RAT theorists10 given that this is when cost-benefit analyses have to be 
undertaken. After the transition from primary to secondary school, the 
next branching point is the decision regarding whether to stay in the 
Gymnasium, or whether to leave it with the intermediate qualification 
to enter an apprenticeship. None of the interviewees discussed in this 
section left the Gymnasium at this point. For most, this didn’t even 
seem like an active decision to be made; they simply stayed on their 
trajectory. If they do discuss it – whether in relation to themselves or 
to classmates – it is sometimes with a view to going on to a Technical 
Gymnasium, so a specialisation on the same level rather than a step 
down from the current trajectory.

They are now nearing the next branching point in their careers, the 
decision regarding higher education. Lena for example talks about a 
mix of motives: she wants to do something that interests her, but also 
mentions having to choose her degree subject not only on the basis of 
interest but also with a view of what job it might lead to, and studying 
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abroad to increase her chances of a good job (for a detailed discussion 
of the transition to higher education, see Chapter 7).

Given that rational decision-making seemed to be a common strategy 
among the young people in this study (Glaesser & Cooper, 2014), it is not 
surprising that this was evident in these ‘typical’ cases, too, regardless 
of their particular configuration of conditions. However, it is important 
to bear in mind that the configurations I identified as typical cases are 
actually summarising descriptions with some configurations collapsed 
together to create simplified expressions. This is a useful strategy for 
prediction, but when it comes to undertaking causal explanation on the 
basis of these types, it is worth bearing in mind that these can contain 
different configurations (Cooper & Glaesser, 2012a). The configuration 
ABI_1P*GY_REC, for example, can comprise parents who are or aren’t 
in the service class. In addition, there are some cases in my interview 
sample who have attended a Gymnasium throughout their secondary 
schooling career to date, and others who are either in a Gesamtschule or 
who came to the Gymnasium later on after having attended Realschule 
initially. These differences may be particularly important with regard 
to Bourdieu’s habitus theory (Bourdieu, 1977): according to habitus 
theory, we should expect to find that young people act in line with a 
set of behaviours and dispositions which is common in their family of 
origin. These dispositions may differ to some degree among the cases 
discussed here, even though they are categorised together as typical. 
Alina, Anna and Ludwig11 come from families where not only at least 
one parent has the Abitur, but where both parents actually hold degrees 
and where both parents are members of the service class. These families 
are also rich in cultural capital (Bourdieu, 1986); literature, classical 
music, museums and theatre are a normal part of their lives. There is 
clear evidence of an environment where attending the Gymnasium and 
subsequently going to university constitutes the norm. They struggled 
to think of members of their extended families who had not gone to 
university, and for the ones that were mentioned, sometimes a special 
explanation was given (for example, Alina mentions her grandmothers 
who were not able to study for an extended period of time because of 
the war and having to go to work). Ludwig explicitly talks about how 
important it was for his father that all his four children attended the 
Gymnasium because he is highly educated himself and wished the same 
for his children. This does not sound like cost-benefit analysis, where 
education is a means to an end, but rather it is an end in itself: ‘Mein 
Vater ist ziemlich gebildet und für den war es halt glaube ich ziemlich 
wichtig, dass seine Kinder das auch sind und dass sie eben auch auf dem 
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Gymnasium sind.’ (‘My father is quite well educated12 and so I think it 
was really important for him that his children would be the same and 
that they would also attend Gymnasium.’)

The family habitus of the other five cases in the typical group, 
Daniela, Lena, Roman, Nicole and Jonas, is slightly different. Just one 
or neither parents is in the service class, and many do not hold degrees. 
Attending Gymnasium and university seems a normal and desirable 
thing to do here, too, but there is more evidence of variety, both with 
regard to educational pathways in the extended families and in the 
cases’ own. Daniela had chosen not to attend a Gymnasium despite 
having had the recommendation, but went to a Gesamtschule knowing 
that she would be able to obtain the Abitur there provided her marks 
were good enough. This was indeed the case and she is now en route to 
obtaining the Abitur. Nevertheless, it seems likely that someone from a 
family like Alina, Anna or Ludwig’s would have chosen the more pres-
tigious Gymnasium rather than a Gesamtschule in her position. Nicole 
also had received the recommendation but her teacher and her parents 
were concerned that she would struggle to keep up in the Gymnasium, 
and therefore it would be better for her to attend Realschule initially 
and then to change to the Gymnasium upon completion of Realschule 
which is indeed what happened. Among these five cases, alternatives to 
university are more likely to be mentioned, although university is the 
preferred option. Roman for example wishes to go to university and his 
parents share this wish, but there was a phase when his marks weren’t 
very good which led them to suggest that he leave school early and do 
an apprenticeship instead. Others keep their options open and want to 
make sure they find something they will enjoy and where they can earn 
a good living.

Jonas is the only ‘typical’ case whose parents do not have the Abitur 
themselves,13 although his father is an accountant and therefore belongs 
to the service class. Educational expansion may partly explain the dif-
ference between father’s and son’s educational careers here: advanced 
secondary and higher education was not required for a stable service 
class position in Jonas’ parents’ generation, but since then, educational 
expansion has taken place which means that many more young peo-
ple obtained more advanced educational qualifications, and that such 
qualifications are now more frequently a prerequisite for positions such 
as Jonas’ father’s. There is also no experience of advanced secondary or 
higher education in his family: he points out that he was the first in his 
family to enter the Gymnasium. This does not worry him; if anything, 
he sees it as an incentive to do well.
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The aim of studying these eight typical cases in more depth was to 
confirm and possibly refine theory. The findings can be understood in 
terms of both RAT and habitus theory. It also emerged that a habitus con-
ducive to advanced secondary and higher education seems to take more 
than one form: there are the most privileged cases where both parents are 
highly educated and in service class occupations and where such experi-
ence goes back at least one generation, but in addition, there are families 
where a high level of education may be a more recent phenomenon, fol-
lowing educational expansion, but for whom Gymnasium and university 
are not completely alien, either because there are some members of the 
extended families who have experienced them, or because the parents 
are in service class occupations which means that, even if they do not 
have a degree or the Abitur themselves, they work in an environment 
where this is not unusual. Obviously, there are differences among the 
families discussed here, but given the fact that all the cases obtain the 
outcome, there are clearly alternative sets of processes capable of leading 
to the outcome, a situation sometimes described by the term equifinality 
(for example George & Bennett, 2005; Ragin, 2008).

However, the discussion also showed that some important differences 
might be lost through QCA’s summarising form of analysis (see also 
Cooper & Glaesser, 2012a). The eight cases in the ‘typical’ category are 
not all alike. This was true regarding differences between cases on one 
or the other pathway, and also regarding differences between cases on 
the same pathway. Accordingly, the causal mechanisms leading to their 
obtaining the outcome differed slightly. With Alina, Anna and Ludwig, 
the outcome of being in the Gymnasium seems overdetermined in 
the sense that even if one factor had been different, they would still 
have obtained this outcome. With the others, Daniela, Lena, Roman, 
Nicole and Jonas, a different outcome is easier to imagine, especially for 
Daniela and Nicole who did not attend the Gymnasium initially. It took 
some effort on their part to make this transition, especially for Nicole 
who initially attended a Realschule rather than a Gesamtschule.

5.4 Deviant cases

In this section, I discuss deviant cases falling into two categories. The first 
is being deviant with regard to sufficiency, that is, not obtaining the out-
come despite having a quasi-sufficient configuration of factors. Samuel is 
the representative of this category. He attends a Realschule despite having the 
configuration of having at least one parent with Abitur and having received 
the recommendation for Gymnasium (ABI_1P*GY_REC). The second is 
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being deviant with regard to necessity, that is, obtaining the outcome of 
attending a Gymnasium age 17 despite lacking the quasi-necessary condi-
tion of having received the recommendation for Gymnasium (gy_rec). The 
cases falling into this category are Sibel, Andreas, Julia, Christian, Aynur 
and Tessa. I will begin by discussing Samuel, followed by a discussion of the 
cases that are deviant with regard to necessity.

We have seen that habitus appears to play an important role in 
explaining why someone is in the Gymnasium. Why is it then that 
someone from the same family background as the cases discussed in 
the previous section and with the recommendation, which was shown 
to be important, does not attend a Gymnasium? Samuel is the repre-
sentative of this constellation which is deviant with regard to suffi-
ciency. His parents both hold the Abitur, though neither of them is in 
the service class. His father is a plumber, his mother a seamstress. His 
case is discussed in some detail in Cooper and Glaesser (2012a), and 
I will just quote the conclusion we came to in that paper (by X2 in this 
extract we refer to additional factors – beyond those used in the QCA – 
that we were looking for in the causal analysis which might help make 
the causal argument more detailed and more precise):

[H]e seems to have decided, quite reflectively, early on, that this aca-
demic route, and what it led to, was not for him. He had available a 
model of a self-employed skilled manual working life that appealed 
to him and he seems to have used this in making cost-benefit (not 
just financial) comparisons with the alternative academic pathway 
he could have followed. Perhaps, then, the X2 here is the combina-
tion of a considered preference for practical activities coupled with 
the availability (and holiday experience) of a future job that pays 
enough, does not require higher education study and is enjoyable 
and varied. However, it may be that this could be understood, in a 
less specific sense, as having to do with an absence, i.e. having no 
immediate family experience of service class work and the opportu-
nities it might offer for a varied working life, etc.14

I might add that while there is some experience in his family of the 
Gymnasium, there is hardly any of higher education (apart from 
one uncle who lives a long way away) and so it may be less clear to 
someone like him why he should have gone to the Gymnasium, which 
offers the higher education entry qualification, in the first place.

I now turn to cases who were deviant in a different way, devi-
ant with regard to necessity: despite having lacked the Gymnasium 
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recommendation, they find themselves en route to the Abitur aged 17. 
Therefore, I aim to identify conditions which act as substitutes for the 
missing recommendation. As noted under Table 5.3, four of the six cases 
who are deviant with regard to necessity attend a Gesamtschule where 
they are on the Gymnasium track which leads to the Abitur. The first 
two of those four are Julia and Aynur who are from immigrant families, 
having come to Germany during their primary school years. The lack 
of the recommendation was most likely merely due to the fact that 
their German wasn’t good enough at that point (this is the explana-
tion they give themselves, and it seems perfectly plausible). They are 
both bright, ambitious and high achieving, and, what is more, they are 
from families similar in habitus to those described under typical cases. 
This is indicated by their parents’ having qualifications equivalent to 
the Abitur (and, in Julia’s case, being members of the service class), 
and it also became apparent in the interviews when they talked about 
educational careers in their extended families and cultural activities. 
The other two Gesamtschule cases are Christian and Tessa. It is not so 
obvious why these two are on the Gymnasium track, given that their 
families’ habitus is not so clearly conducive to advanced secondary, let 
alone university education, given that their parents do not have the 
Abitur, and Tessa’s parents are not in the service class either (though 
Christian’s father is). In their extended families and wider social circles, 
there are some members of their own generation who have attended 
or are considering university, but none of the previous generations, 
that is, parents, aunts and uncles, or grandparents. They both seem to 
be what may be termed ‘late developers’: while their academic perfor-
mance in primary school did not allow for them to receive the highest 
recommendation, their performance improved subsequently, and they 
benefited from the fact that a relatively easy path to the Abitur exists 
through the Gesamtschule which provides the necessary support and 
also the opportunity to experience higher aspirations through teachers 
and peers. The latter seemed to have played a part for Tessa in particu-
lar: she talks about meeting new friends at the Gesamtschule who took 
school seriously, who got together to study and who took pride in doing 
well. This showed her that studying and learning are things that can 
be enjoyed, and provided her with an incentive to work hard, some-
thing, incidentally, she most likely would not have experienced had 
she attended a Hauptschule, as per her recommendation. This is not to 
say that an academically oriented peer group is sufficient on its own to 
help someone succeed in the Gymnasium – as can be seen from Tessa’s 
case, individual ability and motivation are also required – but it may 
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well be necessary, whether or not someone had the recommendation 
for the Gymnasium.

This leaves Sibel and Andreas who both came to the Gymnasium via 
the Realschule. They live in Baden-Württemberg, where there are no 
Gesamtschulen. In other ways though, their cases have some resem-
blance with Christian and Tessa: they were late developers in that 
their performance at the end of primary was not quite at the stand-
ard required for the Gymnasium, but they then caught up and this, 
together with the organisational possibility of entering the Gymnasium, 
provided them with the opportunity to study for the Abitur. In addi-
tion, Andreas’ family’s habitus is clearly conducive to his moving on 
to the Gymnasium, with both his parents holding the Abitur and all 
three siblings attending Gymnasium (for a more detailed discussion of 
Andreas and Sibel, see Cooper & Glaesser, 2012a).

It is worth noting that in selecting cases for interview, I had over 100 
to choose from who were attending a Gymnasium at the time. Given 
the clear importance of the recommendation, I would have liked to 
select more than one case from a Gymnasium without the recommen-
dation to explore what alternative pathways might substitute for having 
this necessary condition, but Sibel was the only one person attending a 
Gymnasium who had not received the recommendation at the end of 
primary school. This piece of anecdotal evidence from my experience 
during the sampling process for interviewees matches the necessity 
analysis of the SOEP data for the Gymnasium outcome where the rec-
ommendation was shown to have a consistency with necessity of 0.89.

As I suggested above, there are three reasons why the recommen-
dation normally acts as a necessary condition for Gymnasium entry: 
individual, social and system. In all the cases discussed in this section, 
Sibel, Andreas, Julia, Christian, Aynur and Tessa, it did actually have its 
prohibitive effect on the system level given that none of them entered 
the Gymnasium straight away. Their doing so later on was only possible 
because the system is not completely rigid and does allow for alterna-
tive routes to the Abitur. The reason why the cases discussed here were 
able to make use of this after their initial deflection are to be found on 
the individual and social levels. On the individual level, their academic 
ability proved sufficient for pursuing this course of secondary study, but 
because of being late developers or because of their immigrant status, 
this had not been expressed at the end of primary school. Coupled with 
this, in all cases apart from Tessa, is a family background where there 
was some experience of the Gymnasium. With Tessa, it appears that 
the peer group was able to play this role, and this in turn was made 
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possible by the institution of a Gesamtschule where there tends to be a 
more mixed group of pupils than would be found in a Hauptschule with 
regard to ability and ambition.

The alternatives to the necessary condition recommendation then 
appear to be individual ability15 and ambition coupled with an 
environment – familial and/or peers – where this could be expressed. 
Obviously, an institutional arrangement offering alternative routes to 
Gymnasium entry at age ten is also required.

5.5 Inconclusive cases

Finally, there are some cases where it is not straightforward to predict 
or explain, on the basis of existing theory and of the factors considered 
so far, whether or not they can be expected to be in the Gymnasium. 
I have identified these inconclusive cases within my interview sample on 
the basis of rows 7 and 8 from the truth table using SOEP data, Table 5.1, 
which had consistencies of around 0.65, too low to be considered 
quasi-sufficient but high enough that experiencing the outcome of 
attending the Gymnasium age 17 is not unusual. It is certainly above 
the grand mean of 48.4 per cent. They differ in one factor only, gender, 
so they can be described as one configuration: having received the rec-
ommendation for the Gymnasium, but having no parent holding the 
Abitur and neither parent in the service class (abi_1p*sc_1p*GY_REC). 
In other words, their families’ habitus would not seem conducive to 
Gymnasium attendance, but their own academic ability clearly makes 
this possible.16 These cases are clearly of theoretical interest given that 
there seems to be the possibility of causal factors pulling in opposite 
directions. It is therefore not surprising that the truth table (Table 5.1) 
confirms this expectation, with the consistencies of around 0.65 for 
the relevant rows indicating that around two-thirds of cases do attend 
Gymnasium aged 17 and around one-third do not. There are 11 inter-
viewees who fall into this category. As can be seen from Table 5.3, 
eight of them (Diana, Jessica, Magdalena, Marina, Marko, Peter, 
Sebastian and Vanessa) attend the Gymnasium; three (Kevin, Nadine 
and Patrick) do not.

To begin with, it is worth noting that even to receive the recom-
mendation is more unusual for cases with these social background 
characteristics. Overall, 54.8 per cent of cases in the SOEP data received 
the Gymnasium recommendation, but only 36 per cent of those whose 
parents do not hold the Abitur and are not in the service class do. By 
comparison, for those who have at least one parent with the Abitur and 
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at least one parent in the service class, this figure is 77 per cent (see also 
my comments at the end of Section 5.1).

Any explanation of their respective pathways can come from two 
angles: which factors can help overcome the potential disadvantage 
of growing up in a family with limited or no experience of advanced 
secondary and higher education, and which factors prevent children 
with the relevant ability from actually entering, or remaining in, the 
Gymnasium, which, according to rational choice theorists, should be 
the one to choose given the opportunity, since it offers the best chances 
of obtaining a high qualification and returns in the labour market 
(though for this particular group it is not needed for status mainte-
nance). I start by discussing the first angle, that is, the eight cases who 
do attend the Gymnasium, followed by a discussion of the second, the 
three cases who do not.

All of the eight cases who do attend the Gymnasium may be 
explained, like Jonas, by educational expansion to some extent: it is 
much more common for their generation compared with their parents’ 
to attend the Gymnasium, so it is to be expected that some Gymnasium 
pupils will be the first in their families. Diana for example talks of her 
mother who didn’t have the chance to attend the Gymnasium because 
she was one of nine siblings, growing up in a small village where the 
only secondary school was a Hauptschule. Her mother wanted her to 
have opportunities she herself didn’t have. The same goes for Marina 
and Magdalena whose parents emigrated to Germany from Russia and 
Poland respectively in the hope of finding better lives for themselves 
and their children. Peter is slightly unusual within this group because 
he went to a Hauptschule initially and only entered a Technical 
Gymnasium at the age of 16. However, according to him, the decision 
not to enter Gymnasium straight away was due to the fact that his 
uncle, to whom he had been very close, had just died. He therefore 
decided to stay in a familiar environment (especially in rural areas such 
as his, primary schools and Hauptschulen are often one school organisa-
tionally), knowing that he would be able, given adequate performance, 
to move to a Gymnasium later on. The existence of a Gesamtschule 
seems to have been particularly helpful for Vanessa: she said she always 
wanted to aim for the Abitur because this would make her the first in 
the family to obtain it, but she was too worried that she would fail the 
demanding Gymnasium, so she opted for the Gesamtschule which 
offers the same Abitur, but with the safer option of having the other 
streams, too. It seems, then, that adequate ambition in the family and 
the young people themselves coupled with institutional opportunities 
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for obtaining a Gymnasium education may substitute for the lack of an 
appropriate familial habitus.

What of those cases who did not attend the Gymnasium, despite the 
fact that the same would apply? It is harder here to find a common 
factor. Specific explanations are possible, however. Patrick is straightfor-
ward: he did actually enter the Gymnasium after primary school, but 
in year 8 his marks were so low that he had to repeat a year. This, how-
ever, was during a phase of organisational change within Gymnasien: 
the years spent in a Gymnasium were reduced from nine to eight years. 
He had entered Gymnasium under the old system of nine years, but 
the year below his was under the new regime which meant that they were 
following a different curriculum. Therefore, the ‘new’ year 8 was more 
advanced than his ‘old’ year 8 and it was not possible simply to repeat 
year 8 in the Gymnasium. He therefore repeated year 8 in a Realschule, 
and at the time of the interview it was not yet certain whether he 
would be able to enter a Technical Gymnasium. Such reorganisation 
of the school system is an example of a causal process acting outside 
the set of causal factors under study. Nothing in Patrick’s background, 
prior experience or individual characteristics would have allowed me to 
model what seems like a random factor, but in another field of interest, 
it would have been perfectly possible to model the causal processes that 
led to the reorganisation, so in that sense it is not a random event.

Nadine and Kevin were both worried that they would not be able to 
keep up with the work in the Gymnasium. In Nadine’s case, this is because 
her father had had a negative experience, having been to Gymnasium but 
not coping with the work, and in Kevin’s case, it is because he only barely 
achieved the marks required for the recommendation and he therefore 
decided that Gymnasium would be too difficult.

It seems then that for this group of relatively underprivileged young 
people with regard to their social class background, the decision follow-
ing the recommendation is not straightforward. We see some evidence 
of anxiety about whether they will cope with the work (Magdalena, 
Kevin, Nadine, Vanessa), and more scope for critical life events to get 
in the way, as with Peter. While it is obviously impossible to be sure 
on the basis of this sample of interviewees, it seems conceivable that 
for someone from a family where attending the Gymnasium is the 
norm, even a tragic event like the death of an uncle would not have 
prevented the child’s going to Gymnasium. In families where there is 
some experience of the Gymnasium, it is much more self-evident that 
the recommendation will lead to Gymnasium. Lena for example, whose 
father and brother as well as various members of her extended family all 
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attended the Gymnasium, told me that ‘ich hab mir glaub ich gar keine 
Gedanken drüber gemacht. Wenn ich auf’s Gymnasium kann, dann geh 
ich ja aufs Gymnasium.’ (‘I don’t think I thought about it much. If I get 
to go to Gymnasium, then of course I’ll go.’) This is not something most 
of the relatively underprivileged young people discussed in this section 
would have said. Most of them – including those who did decide to 
enter the Gymnasium – reported some anxiety and uncertainty around 
the decision.

5.6 Lessons from the analysis of interviews

I now use the findings from the interviews to refine the analysis of 
configurations of sufficient and necessary conditions based on the SOEP 
data. To begin with, I focus on lessons to be learnt from the analysis of 
typical cases. As noted, this particular analysis confirmed theoretical 
expectations arising from RAT and habitus theory. While consistency 
with sufficiency of the solution on which the selection of typical cases 
was based (the configuration ABI_1P*GY_REC � MALE*SC_1P*GY_REC) 
was high at 0.855, it also showed that some cases within this configura-
tion do not actually achieve the outcome, and I now use the insights 
gained through the interviews to attempt to refine this analysis. The 
interviews showed that there was a subgroup of cases who seemed 
particularly prone to attending a Gymnasium. Alina, Anna and Ludwig 
are all from such families with a habitus which seemed to make attend-
ance at anything other than Gymnasium and, later on, university, an 
unusual thing to do. This was less pronounced in the other ‘typical’ 
cases, despite the fact that their families also had first-hand experience 
of Gymnasium attendance, service class occupations or both. Alina, 
Anna and Ludwig share the characteristics of having both parents in 
the service class, and having two parents who not only hold the Abitur 
but a degree. In the SOEP data, the consistency with sufficiency of this 
configuration, GY_REC*DEGREE_2P*SC_2P at 0.951 is considerably 
higher than 0.855, though coverage is only at 0.203 (compared with 
0.634 for ABI_1P*GY_REC � MALE*SC_1P*GY_REC). One of the limita-
tions of the SOEP is that there are no data on the extended family. But 
this seemed to have some importance for the young people’s pathways, 
judging from the interview accounts. However, having both parents 
holding degrees and both parents as members of the service class may 
be seen as a proxy for an extended family in which high expectations 
with regard to educational pathways are normal. As suggested above, 
the fact that QCA produces summarising solutions does entail some loss 
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of information. The cases captured by the solution, while fairly similar, 
do not share all the characteristics and, accordingly, they differ slightly 
concerning the likelihood with which they obtain the outcome. In 
terms of theoretical lessons to be learnt, it seems that the closer a case 
is to a habitus associated with high social class occupations and high 
educational credentials, the more closely such a case will follow a simi-
lar route to the overdetermined cases I have described here, one where 
Gymnasium followed by university is the usual outcome.

The analysis of interviews with deviant cases can also be used to 
specify further the type of family most conducive to their children’s 
Gymnasium attendance. Samuel was the case I discussed as being devi-
ant with regard to sufficiency. He had received the Gymnasium recom-
mendation and his parents both hold the Abitur, but they are not in 
the service class and they do not have degrees. As above, I therefore 
investigated the role of parental degrees as a proxy for a certain family 
habitus. In the SOEP data, within the configuration of GY_REC*ABI_1P, 
the percentage of cases obtaining the outcome whose parents do not 
hold degrees is 71.9 per cent, compared with 88.6 per cent of cases 
where at least one parent does. 71.9 per cent is below the threshold for 
consistency used here. We can see that were we to add this factor, then 
Samuel would no longer be categorised as a deviant case, since the con-
figuration GY_REC*ABI_1P*DEGREE_0P would not be a quasi-sufficient 
condition for the outcome. This finding also lends further support to 
the conclusion I came to at the end of the previous paragraph, that a 
situation where both educational credentials and social class in the fam-
ily are high is one that is most conducive to obtaining high qualifica-
tions for the children.

Following the analysis of cases who were deviant with regard to neces-
sity, I investigated possible factors which can act as substitutes for the 
quasi-necessary condition of recommendation. Again, the role of edu-
cational qualifications held in the family was shown to be important 
in the cases whose interviews I discussed above, and I therefore tested 
the consistency with necessity of having either the recommendation or 
having at least one parent with the Abitur. This is 0.955, considerably 
higher than the consistency for either the recommendation (0.890) or 
parental Abitur (0.618) alone.

The analysis of interviews with inconclusive cases showed that there 
is no obviously identifiable common factor shared between them that 
could be investigated through analyses of the SOEP. Those who do find 
themselves in Gymnasium at the age of 17 are characterised by a certain 
amount of ambition and interest in academic work, and they also share 
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a peer group conducive to developing such ambitions and interests. 
However, compared with the typical and overdetermined cases, particu-
lar life events seem to have more scope for having an impact on this 
group. Factors such as peer group effects and individual life events with 
their consequences can be difficult to investigate on the basis of survey 
data, though peer groups may be investigated using school and class-
room level data which are available in some surveys (see Marsh, 1987, 
for an example of work on peer group effects based on survey data).

5.7 Conclusion

In this chapter, drawing on Bourdieu’s habitus theory (Bourdieu, 1977) 
and on rational action theory (Breen & Goldthorpe, 1997), I analysed 
the role of social background to explain young people’s Gymnasium 
attendance. The QCA analyses and the more detailed case analyses 
based on interview accounts showed that the family has indeed a key 
role in explaining Gymnasium attendance. QCA was employed to 
identify regularities in the data. However, as discussed in Chapter 2, 
regularities alone are not enough to provide causal explanations. The 
interview analyses were used to supplement QCA in two ways. Firstly, 
in analysing typical cases’ accounts, it was possible to identify possible 
causal mechanisms more securely than would have been possible on the 
basis of QCA alone. Secondly, the interviews were used to probe further 
those areas where QCA indicated that some cases fall outside the path-
ways identified as quasi-sufficient and quasi-necessary for Gymnasium 
attendance in the analyses. In using the interviews, I tried to achieve a 
balance between explaining individual cases and identifying more com-
monly occurring patterns and regularities. For most interviewees, it is 
relatively straightforward to explain their particular outcome based on 
their individual circumstances, but there is a danger here in losing sight 
of the bigger picture and of a loss of generalisability; not generalisability 
in the statistical sense, but in the sense that causal mechanisms may be 
identified which are likely to be applicable to a wider range of cases. For 
example, the social context – whether in the form of family or peers – 
was shown to be important in explaining Gymnasium attendance in all 
cases. Thus, I have contributed to explaining the individual outcomes 
via a form of biographical analysis through process-tracing as well as, 
simultaneously, the patterns of outcomes.

As noted, survey data are useful for detecting cross-case patterns 
in a large data set, but the trade-off is a lack of in-depth information 
regarding specific factors which have been shown to be of potential 
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interest. A particular example here concerns extended family and peer 
group influences which, based on the interview accounts, seem to be 
important, but which could not be easily analysed using SOEP data. 
However, I used the existence of degrees among the parents as a proxy 
for a family where high educational aspirations and experiences are the 
norm to show that the closer a family is to providing such support for 
a positive view of education, the closer the family environment comes 
to being a sufficient condition (coupled with the quasi-necessary condi-
tion of the Gymnasium recommendation) for the child’s Gymnasium 
attendance. With decreasing conformity to such an ideal-typical family, 
other factors increase in importance, such as individual academic ability 
(as far as could be ascertained on the basis of the data used here, that 
is, the recommendation which was used as a proxy for academic ability 
despite the shortcomings of this measure, as well as the interviewees’ 
own account of their attainment), peer group, and organisational fac-
tors such as the existence of a Gesamtschule or institutional provisions 
for correcting early educational decisions.



89

6
Secondary Schooling Careers 
in England

This chapter explores young people’s educational careers in England. It 
mirrors the German analyses presented in the previous chapter to some 
extent, although differences between the two countries and differences 
in the data available to perform the analyses mean that the two chapters 
do not exactly map onto each other.

I begin by analysing Longitudinal Study of Young People in England 
(LSYPE) data (described in Chapter 4) to establish which types of cases are 
still in full-time education after the minimum school leaving age of 16, and 
which are planning to attend university later on. I then use my findings to 
classify interviewees as typical, deviant and inconclusive, as in Chapter 5. 
The subsequent analyses of interviews serve to explore further the causal 
processes underlying the outcomes under study, and in addition they will 
shed some light on how young people end up in a particular type of sec-
ondary school and the way social background factors are connected to this.

6.1 QCA findings

As noted, there are not always obvious parallels with the German analy-
ses described in the previous chapter. England’s largely comprehensive 
system does not have a type of school directly comparable to a German 
Gymnasium, except in a small number of local authorities. While selec-
tive schools exist, both in the state and independent sectors, their afforda-
bility and regional availability are much more varied than that of German 
Gymnasien. Instead of focussing on type of school attended, as I did for 
the German analyses, I therefore consider two alternative outcomes. The 
first one is whether the young person is still in full-time education at the 
age of 17. This gives an indication of likely chances of further and higher 
education as well as associated potential careers. The second outcome 
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I consider is whether someone expects that they will attend university. 
Some English pupils take such plans into account as early as the age of 
14, when they make their option choices for GCSE subjects, and again 
when they choose subjects for A-level study aged 16. While a 17-year-
old’s expectation of university attendance is obviously at this stage an 
intention only, Anders and Micklewright (2013), using LSYPE data, show 
that expectation to apply to university and actually applying are highly 
correlated. In addition, this outcome of expecting to attend university is 
likely to be more academically and socially selective than being in full-
time education at the age of 17. This is indeed the case, as I will show.

The conditions used in the German analyses were gender, whether at 
least one parent had the Abitur, whether at least one parent was in the 
service class, and whether the recommendation at the end of primary 
school was for the Gymnasium. Initially, I use the first three in the 
English analyses (with parental A-levels in place of Abitur). There is a 
measure of academic achievement at the end of primary schooling in 
the LSYPE data (performance in the key stage 2 test), but given that I do 
not have such a performance measure for my interviewees, I will not be 
able to use this to classify types of cases as the basis for the selection of 
interviewees. For this reason, I undertake analyses without this achieve-
ment measure initially, followed by parallel analyses with key stage 2 
test results added as a fourth factor.

6.1.1 QCA without key stage 2 test, outcome ‘in full-time 
education age 17’

Table 6.1 is the truth table setting out the configurations of conditions 
and their consistency with sufficiency for the outcome of being in full-
time education age 17.

As is to be expected, the configurations where parents’ level of edu-
cation and their social class match (rows 1, 3, 5 and 8) contain more 
cases than those where they do not. Another point worth noting about 
this truth table is that the consistencies are fairly high altogether, with 
even the lowest well above 0.5, indicating that the majority of young 
people remain in full-time education beyond the legal school leaving 
age, regardless of social background (see also Table 4.1 in Chapter 4).

To assess which configurations are consistent with sufficiency, I have 
obtained Boolean solutions using three different thresholds (Box 6.1). 
Given that 0.8 is a commonly chosen cut-off point for quasi-sufficiency, 
I chose to use it as one of the thresholds, but since the consistencies of 
rows 3 and 4 in Table 6.1 are fairly close together, I did not think it jus-
tified not to include row 4 at all, so I obtained a third solution to cover 
the first four rows, effectively using a threshold of 0.79.
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Table 6.1 Truth table, outcome full-time education age 17, three conditions

Row 
no.

Male At least one 
parent with 
A-levels

At least one 
parent in the 
service class

Number In full-time 
education 
age 17

Consistency

1 0 1 1 1,114 0.911
2 0 0 1 275 0.822
3 1 1 1 1,123 0.817
4 0 1 0 422 0.791
5 0 0 0 659 0.741
6 1 1 0 442 0.701
7 1 0 1 266 0.677
8 1 0 0 671 0.626

Solution 1: 0.9 threshold

 Raw Unique
 Coverage Coverage Consistency
 ———— ———— —————–
male*ALEVEL_1P*SC_1P 0.261 0.261 0.911

Solution coverage: 0.261
Solution consistency: 0.911

Solution 2: 0.8 threshold

 Raw Unique
 Coverage Coverage Consistency
 ———— ———— —————–
male*SC_1P� 0.319 0.058 0.893
ALEVEL_1P*SC_1P 0.497 0.236 0.864

Solution coverage: 0.555
Solution consistency: 0.859

Box 6.1 Solutions for Table 6.1, outcome full-time 
education age 17, three conditions

(continued)

Each solution in Box 6.1 contains the combination of having at least 
one parent with A-levels and at least one parent in the service class, 
though at the highest level of consistency this has to be coupled with 
being female. However, solutions 2 and 3 have fairly high consistencies, 
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too, both for the solutions overall and for the individual pathways, 
indicating that the combination of having at least one parent with 
A-levels and at least one parent in the service class is also a sufficient 
combination of conditions for boys. In addition, solution 3 in Box 6.1 
shows that for girls it is sufficient to have just one of the two conditions 
related to parental education and class, although the unique coverage 
figures here are fairly low. This is a result of the fact that it is more com-
mon to have both conditions, parental A-levels and parental service 
class status, together. In other words, there is much overlap between 
the sets or configurations. Many cases do not just belong to one or the 
other pathway but to both.

6.1.2 QCA without key stage 2 test, outcome ‘HE likely age 17’

In a next step, I used the same conditions to identify pathways associ-
ated with expecting to go to university. Table 6.2 is the truth table.

The numbers of cases in each row (or configuration) are the same 
as in Table 6.1, given that they result from the same combinations 
of conditions, but the order of the configurations by consistency is 
different. In addition, the consistency figures are lower overall. As 
noted above, this was to be expected given the higher selectivity 
of this branching point in an educational career. Again, I present 
solutions for different levels of consistency (Box 6.2), though only 
two this time instead of three given that the consistencies of rows 3–8 
are too low to be considered quasi-sufficient (even my solution 2, 
with a cut-off point of 0.74, is below what many scholars would con-
sider quasi-sufficient).

Solution 3: 0.79 threshold

 Raw Unique
 Coverage Coverage Consistency
 ———— ———— —————–
male*SC_1P� 0.319 0.058 0.893
male*ALEVEL_1P� 0.347 0.086 0.878
ALEVEL_1P*SC_1P 0.497 0.236 0.864

Solution coverage: 0.641
Solution consistency: 0.850

Box 6.1 Continued
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Table 6.2 Truth table, outcome HE expectation age 17, three conditions

Row 
no.

Male At least one 
parent with 
A-levels

At least one 
parent in the 
service class

Number HE likely 
age 17

Consistency

1 0 1 1 1,114 0.823
2 1 1 1 1,123 0.742
3 0 1 0 422 0.673
4 0 0 1 275 0.662
5 0 0 0 659 0.571
6 1 1 0 442 0.538
7 1 0 1 266 0.504
8 1 0 0 671 0.398

Solution 1: 0.8 threshold

 Raw Unique
 Coverage Coverage Consistency
 ———— ———— —————–
male*ALEVEL_1P*SC_1P  0.284 0.284 0.823

Solution coverage: 0.284
Solution consistency: 0.823

Solution 2: 0.74 threshold

 Raw Unique
 Coverage Coverage Consistency
 ———— ———— —————–
ALEVEL_1P*SC_1P 0.542 0.542 0.782

Solution coverage: 0.542
Solution consistency: 0.782

Box 6.2 Solutions for Table 6.2, outcome HE expectation 
age 17, three conditions

Again, the importance of having at least one parent educated to 
at least A-level coupled with at least one parent in the service class 
becomes clear. This is quasi-sufficient for their children to aspire to go 
to university. Having just one but not the other is not sufficient here, 
either for boys or for girls.
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6.1.3 QCA with key stage 2 test, outcome ‘in full-time 
education age 17’

I now return to the outcome of staying in full-time education after 
compulsory schooling, adding academic achievement as indicated by 
the overall result of the key stage 2 test as a fourth condition (Table 6.3). 
High performance here is defined as being in the top half of the distribu-
tion, that is, I split the sample at the median (see Section 4.5.1). 

I noted above that 0.8 is a commonly used threshold, but in this truth 
table, the two rows above and below a consistency of 0.8 (rows 7 and 
8 in Table 6.3) are particularly close together again, so that it did not 
seem justified to use this as a cut-off. Instead, as before, I took account 
of jumps in the consistencies of the rows to decide on cut-off points for 
the Boolean analyses, obtaining two solutions, one using a threshold of 
0.85 and one of 0.75. Box 6.3 shows these solutions.

Solution 1: 0.85 threshold

 Raw Unique
 Coverage Coverage Consistency
 ———— ———— —————–
ALEVEL_1P*SC_1P*KS2� 0.398 0.189 0.912
male*ALEVEL_1P*KS2� 0.261 0.053 0.933
male*SC_1P*KS2 0.247 0.038 0.940

Solution coverage: 0.489
Solution consistency: 0.909

Solution 2: 0.75 threshold

 Raw Unique
 Coverage Coverage Consistency
 ———— ———— —————–
KS2� 0.683 0.474 0.875 
male*ALEVEL_1P*SC_1P 0.261 0.052 0.911

Solution coverage: 0.735
Solution consistency: 0.869

Box 6.3 Solutions for Table 6.3, outcome full-time 
education age 17, four conditions
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At the higher consistency level, early academic achievement features 
in all three pathways associated with the outcome of being in full-time 
education at age 17. It is not sufficient on its own, however, but has to 
be combined, for girls, with high levels of parental education or social 
class, and with both for boys (solution 1 in Box 6.3). The solution 
obtained using a lower cut-off level (solution 2 in Box 6.3) does contain 
academic achievement on its own as a quasi-sufficient condition, but 
it also includes a second pathway which does not contain high academic 
achievement at all. It is quasi-sufficient to be a girl with at least one 
parent with A-levels and at least one parent in the service class without 
high academic achievement. The unique coverage for this pathway is 
fairly low, however, indicating that it is not very common to have this 
constellation of social background factors without being in the top half 
of the key stage 2 test distribution.

In all three analyses I have presented so far (and in the fourth one 
which uses higher education expectations as outcome again, reported 
below (Table 6.4)), female gender appeared in some of the solutions, 
indicating that these combinations of conditions were sufficient for girls 
but not boys. Inspection of the truth tables also points to a particular 
role of gender, and I will use the analysis of staying in full-time educa-
tion with four conditions (Table 6.3) to illustrate how the truth table 
itself can be used to explore further some relationships between factors 
and outcomes. The first thing that is noticeable in Table 6.3 is that the 
rows which contain high academic achievement are (mostly) in the top 
half of the table, that is, they have higher levels of consistency. This is 
not surprising given that high academic achievement can be expected 
to be associated with staying on in education. However, there is one 
exception: row 8 comprises girls who are not in the top half of the test 
distribution, but a higher proportion of them stay on in education than 
found in the next row which contains boys who are in the top half (con-
sistencies of 0.797 and 0.756 respectively). The girls in row 8 are from 
the most privileged social background, with parents holding A-levels and 
service class occupations, whereas the boys in row 9 are from the least 
privileged background, with neither parent in either of these social posi-
tions. However, the difference in consistency is not large.1

This suggests that gender is worth exploring in more detail. If gender 
made no difference, we would have expected boys and girls with the 
same social background factors and the same academic achievement to 
be close together with regard to consistency, but they are not. I therefore 
now explore the role of gender for other parts of the truth table. To do so, 
I employ a procedure we have used elsewhere, the pairwise comparison 
of truth table rows (Glaesser & Cooper, 2012a, 2012b, see also Ragin & 
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Bradshaw, 1991 for a related approach). This makes it possible to explore 
the role of one particular factor without losing the configurational 
nature of the analysis. Consider rows 1 and 4, for example. They only 
differ on gender, but not on social background and academic achieve-
ment factors.2 The difference is around seven percentage points between 
boys and girls. Differences of similar magnitudes are to be found between 
the other configurations that only differ on gender and where academic 
achievement is high. The differences between boys and girls sharing the 
same constellation of social background factors are greater still when aca-
demic achievement is lower. For example, the difference between boys 
and girls whose parents neither hold A-levels nor service class occupa-
tions and whose own academic achievement is in the bottom half of the 
distribution (rows 11 and 15) is 14 percentage points.3

As mentioned, one reason for undertaking this exercise is to focus on 
a particular factor without losing the advantages of the configurational 
approach.4 While the QCA solutions themselves can point to impor-
tant individual factors, they focus on identifying configurations that 
are quasi-sufficient for the outcome under study. Pairwise comparisons 
allow us to explore relationships between factors and an outcome at 
different levels of consistency. Obviously, it is interesting to find quasi-
sufficient configurations conditions for some outcome, but given a 
change of perspective which entails an interest in a particular condi-
tion, the pairwise approach offers a useful supplement. In this particu-
lar case, I have been able to show that the same constellation of social 
background and academic achievement is associated with different 
levels of participation in full-time education for boys and girls, with the 
size of the gap at seven percentage points for the most privileged social 
background group and 14 percentage points for the least privileged.

6.1.4 QCA with key stage 2 test, outcome ‘HE likely age 17’

Finally, in this section I present an analysis with academic achievement 
included of the outcome of whether the young person thinks it likely 
that they will go to university, that is, an extension of the analysis of 
Table 6.2 (see Table 6.4).

We can see that consistencies are, predictably, lower than for the out-
come of being in full-time education at the age of 17. The case numbers 
are the same for each row as those in Table 6.3, but the order of the rows 
by consistency differs. Box 6.4 shows two Boolean solutions.

A key difference – apart from the levels of consistency – compared 
with the outcome of being in full-time education age 17 is that we do 
not find a pathway here where high academic achievement on its own 
is sufficient for the outcome. It has to be combined with a favourable 
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social background in the form of parental A-levels, service class posi-
tion or, for boys, with both. This is true of both solutions in Box 6.4. 
On the other hand, there is now no sufficient pathway which does not 
contain academic achievement. Note that high academic achievement 
as defined here is not a very selective measure, given that it merely indi-
cates having performed above the median at key stage 2. However, in a 
context where more than half of a cohort of young people attend uni-
versity, it might have been expected that the requirement for academic 
achievement would not be very high, either, and so it is not surprising 
that this level of achievement is adequate, forming a part of all the suf-
ficient pathways. In addition, the fact that it has to be combined with 
social background indicates that higher education aspirations are not 
developed merely on the basis of academic performance.

6.1.5 Necessity analyses

From the sufficiency analyses presented above, the question arises 
whether academic achievement above the median is a necessary condi-
tion for either of the two outcomes. In Table 6.5 and Table 6.6, I present 
the results of tests for necessity for all four conditions used in these 

Solution 1: 0.8 threshold

 Raw Unique
 Coverage Coverage Consistency
 ———— ———— —————–
ALEVEL_1P*SC_1P*KS2 0. 451 0. 451 0.859

Solution coverage: 0.451
Solution consistency: 0.859

Solution 2: 0.75 threshold

 Raw Unique
 Coverage Coverage Consistency
 ———— ———— —————–
male*SC_1P*KS2+ 0.276 0.040 0.874
male*ALEVEL_1P*KS2� 0.293 0.057 0.869
ALEVEL_1P*SC_1P*KS2 0.451 0.215 0.859

Box 6.4 Solutions for Table 6.4, outcome HE expectation 
age 17, four conditions
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analyses, as well as for two additional conditions, having both parents 
in the working class, and having at least one parent with GCSEs.

At a consistency level of 0.75 or above, none of the conditions used 
in the sufficiency analyses above are necessary conditions for the two 
outcomes on their own. Using a more lenient threshold of 0.7, we find 
that both having at least one parent with A-levels and having high early 
academic achievement are quasi-necessary conditions for the outcome 
of expecting to go to university. Even at this lower level, none of the 
conditions used in the sufficiency analysis is a necessary condition for 
being in full-time education age 17. This partly reflects the fact that it is 
fairly common for young people to stay on in education, almost regard-
less of social background.

I have added two additional conditions to the ones used in the suffi-
ciency analyses in order to explore the role of coming from a lower social 
class background. As can be seen from Table 6.5 and Table 6.6, the absence 
of the condition of having two working-class parents, or, in other words, 
having at least one parent who is not in the working class, is a quasi-
necessary condition for both outcomes, staying on in education and 
expecting to go to university. So is having at least one parent with GCSEs.

Summing up the insights gained through the four QCA analyses, 
parental education and parental social class both play a part in account-
ing for educational careers. Many of the pathways associated with the 

Table 6.5 Test of necessity, outcome in full-time education age 17

Condition Consistency with necessity Coverage for necessity

MALE 0.470 0.731
ALEVEL_1P 0.662 0.831
SC_1P 0.601 0.842
KEYSTAGE2_HIGH 0.683 0.875
wc_2p 0.907 0.796
GCSE_1P 0.901 0.794

Table 6.6 Test of necessity, outcome HE likely age 17

Condition Consistency with necessity Coverage for necessity

MALE 0.456 0.588
ALEVEL_1P 0.703 0.733
SC_1P 0.639 0.744
KEYSTAGE2_HIGH 0.739 0.786
wc_2p 0.922 0.671
GCSE_1P 0.909 0.655
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two outcomes described here contain both having at least one parent 
with A-levels and at least one parent in the service class. The presence 
of these social background measures also was part of solutions where 
the analysis had included the measure of prior achievement, the key 
stage 2 test (Table 6.3, Box 6.3, Table 6.4 and Box 6.4). An exception 
was one solution where having had a test result in the top half of the 
distribution was sufficient on its own, without being combined with 
either parental qualification or parental social class, for staying in full-
time education at the age of 17 (Table 6.3 and solution 2 in Box 6.3).

In those analyses where I included early academic achievement 
(Table 6.3, Box 6.3, Table 6.4 and Box 6.4) as indicated by key stage 2 
results, this achievement factor was an element of all the sufficient 
pathways, with one exception: for girls, coming from a privileged 
social background is quasi-sufficient for staying in full-time education 
beyond the age of 16, regardless of early academic achievement (solu-
tion 2, Box 6.3).

As was the case for the German analyses, these results fit theoretical 
expectations well: parents with the requisite cultural capital encourage 
their children to stay in education and to develop the aspirations to 
attend university. A rational choice approach is also compatible with 
this finding. While the benefits of higher educational levels are poten-
tially the same regardless of social class, the perceived cost of attaining 
a level of education lower than that of one’s parents can mean that 
children from more highly educated backgrounds are more highly moti-
vated to continue their education. At the same time, lower educational 
parental levels can be associated with a greater fear of failure in a more 
demanding course of study.

6.2 Classification and selection of typical, deviant 
and inconclusive cases

The QCA analyses described above give some useful insights into the 
likely pathways of young people in the English education system. As 
with the German data, I now build on these insights to develop more 
detailed accounts of educational pathways and possible explanations 
of the phenomena established via QCA, drawing on my interviews. 
Typical cases can be used to assess to what extent existing explanatory 
theory is suitable for explaining their outcomes, while deviant and 
inconclusive cases will serve to develop theory. I follow the procedure 
for case classification and selection outlined in Chapter 5. The resulting 
classification is summarised in Table 6.7.
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The outcome chosen for the classification of cases is whether someone 
at the age of 16–17 currently intends to go to university. The other out-
come analysed via QCA above, being in full-time education at the age 
of 17, is not specific or selective enough to provide a good comparison 
with the outcome analysed for Germany, being in Gymnasium at the 
age of 17, given the high number of cases with this outcome which 
would mean that most cases are typical with regard to obtaining this 
outcome. However, I will analyse three cases (in addition to the 27 I 
identify as typical, deviant and inconclusive in the next section) who 
are not in full-time education at the age of 17, regardless of any con-
dition or configuration of conditions. I decided to do so because it is 
fairly unusual in itself to leave education at the age of 16: in the LSYPE 
sample, 21.7 per cent of cases were in this group. These three interview-
ees are Amy, Leanne and Duncan (none of whom appear in Table 6.7).

Given that I do not have ability or achievement data for my inter-
viewees, I draw on the analysis which was based on three conditions 
(gender, parental education and parental social class) as the basis for 
classification into typical, deviant and inconclusive. The relevant truth 
table is Table 6.2, and the solution I draw on for identifying sufficient 
configurations of conditions is solution 2 in Box 6.2. It consisted of the 
single pathway ALEVEL_1P*SC_1P. In addition, I draw on the necessity 
analysis presented in Table 6.6, though, again, I am unable to use key 
stage 2 test as a factor because I do not have the relevant data for my 
interviewees. Therefore, for the classification I draw on the other three 
conditions: having at least one parent with A-levels (ALEVEL_1P), not 
having both parents in the working class (wc_2p) and having at least 
one parent with GCSEs (GCSE_1P). The first of those, ALEVEL_1P, is 
consistent with quasi-necessity at a level of 0.703 only. While I would 
have preferred not to use a quasi-necessary condition with such a low 
level of consistency (in line with the parallel decision in Chapter 5), 
ALEVEL_1P is the only one of the three conditions approaching quasi-
necessity that I had also used in the sufficiency analyses. The quasi-
necessary condition I used for the German typology also featured in the 
sufficiency analyses, and I wanted to keep this aspect of the two analy-
ses the same which is why I chose to use ALEVEL_1P for the English 
typology despite its low level of consistency with necessity.

27 out of 36 available interviewees are covered by the types of cases 
summarised in Table 6.7. The other nine did not fall into any of the 
categories here. The inconclusive cases are drawn from rows 4 and 7 in 
the truth table, Table 6.2 (males and females collapsed to give the con-
figuration of not having at least one parent with A-levels, but having at 
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least one parent in the service class, alevel_1p*SC_1P) and rows 3 and 
6 in Table 6.2 (males and females collapsed to give the configuration of 
having at least one parent with A-levels, but not having a parent in the 
service class, ALEVEL_1P*sc_1p).

6.3 Typical cases

There are 13 cases in the category of typical cases with regard to suf-
ficiency for having the outcome of higher education aspirations. These 
are young people who have at least one parent in the service class and at 

Table 6.7 Types of configuration with names of interviewees

Configuration Outcome Types of cases Interviewees (pseudonyms)

ALEVEL_1P*SC_1P Present Typical with 
regard to 
sufficiency

Benjamin, Beth, Charlotte, 
David, Denise, Georgia, 
Helen, Kalvinder, Maya, 
Philippa, Saskia, Vicky, 
William
(n � 13)

ALEVEL_1P*SC_1P Absent Deviant with 
regard to 
sufficiency

Deborah, Kelly, Marcus, 
Thomas
(n � 4)

alevel_1p Present Deviant with 
regard to necessity

Emily, Paul, Rosie
(n � 3)

WC_2P Present Deviant with 
regard to necessity

Lauren, Patricia
(n � 2)

gcse_1p Present Deviant with 
regard to necessity

No cases

alevel_1p*SC_1P Present Inconclusive 
with regard to 
sufficiency, with 
outcome

Emily, Rosie
(n � 2)

alevel_1p*SC_1P Absent Inconclusive 
with regard 
to sufficiency, 
without outcome

No cases

ALEVEL_1P*sc_1p Present Inconclusive 
with regard to 
sufficiency, with 
outcome

Alexandra, Hannah, Lauren, 
Matthew, Patricia, Ruth, 
Samantha
(n � 7)

ALEVEL_1P*sc_1p Absent Inconclusive 
with regard 
to sufficiency, 
without outcome

No cases
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least one parent with A-levels, and who are planning to go to university. 
Analogous to the way I used the SOEP data for the German cases, this 
classification of typical cases in the interview sample was based on 
evidence from the LSYPE. The findings fit theoretical expectations. 
Bourdieu’s theories on habitus and cultural capital (Bourdieu, 1977, 
1986) are compatible with the finding that parental education and 
social class, as indicated by occupation, jointly predict university aspira-
tions. Rational action theory (Boudon, 1974; Breen & Goldthorpe, 1997; 
Goldthorpe, 1996b) focusses on social class and predicts that status 
maintenance is an important motive, so in order to gain their parents’ 
high social class status, these young people may be expected to opt for 
higher education which is seen as a route to such status maintenance.

I suggested above that there should be a connection between the 
nature of the school attended and whether a young person develops 
university aspirations. I therefore start the exploration of the typical 
cases discussed here by examining the type of secondary school they 
went to, how they came to choose their school, and their parents’ role 
in this transition. The six school types covered by my interviewees are 
comprehensive with sixth form, comprehensive without sixth form, 
grammar school in Kent, secondary modern school in Kent, independ-
ent school, and voluntary aided comprehensive. Out of the 13 typical 
cases described here, just one, David, was in the comprehensive without 
a sixth form; the others are in the other two comprehensives (both with 
sixth form, one of them voluntary aided) and the two selective schools 
(state grammar and independent). None of these cases attended the 
secondary modern school.

Some interviewees talked about the transition to secondary school in 
terms of their own wishes and decisions, but given that they were only 
around ten or 11 years of age at the time it may be expected that their 
parents also had an influence on this transition, and possibly quite a 
considerable one. David is the only one whose family does not seem to 
have explored different secondary schools and subsequently weighed up 
their relative advantages and disadvantages. His school is a small compre-
hensive school with no sixth form in a fairly deprived area. Its academic 
reputation is not good, but it is his local school, his brother was already 
there, and most of the children from his primary school went there, too. 
In the other 12 cases, parents were involved in visiting different schools 
and using league tables as well as more informal kinds of information to 
choose a secondary school. For example: ‘through looking at the results 
tables, along with my parents we came to a decision to come to this 
school because of the results it achieved’ (Benjamin). Some of those who 



Secondary Schooling Careers in England 105

chose an independent school referred to local state secondary schools as 
not being satisfactory, whereas others made it clear that they considered 
the private sector generally preferable: ‘it’s simply because [my parents] 
feel [private] education is not necessarily always better but it’s gonna be 
easier to concentrate because it’s, you know, in general it’s more disci-
plined and also because it’s an all-girls school’ (Kalvinder). In Saskia’s 
parents’ case, the view on private versus state schooling was based 
on previous experience: ‘they’d also had experience from my older 
brothers and my sister about going from primary to a local compre-
hensive. So they decided that they should send me to a private school.’ 
Saskia explained that she was given no choice in the matter: she was told 
that she had to move to a private school even though as a child she had 
been perfectly happy at her local state primary school.

Given the manner of this transition to secondary school (or even 
earlier in the case of some private school pupils who had attended 
their school from nursery), it is to be expected that similarly careful 
deliberations are being made with regard to plans for higher educa-
tion. In accordance with rational action theory, the interviewees all 
mentioned hoping to gain advantages in the labour market by studying 
for a degree. Here’s an example from Saskia’s interview: ‘I think that in 
order to get a good job that you have to go to university now. I don’t 
think you’d, it’s definitely not highly thought of in the job industry if 
you haven’t gone to university and pursued a degree.’ William explicitly 
undertakes a form of cost-benefit analysis: ‘Tuition fees are, I really do 
not understand the people that say I won’t be able to afford to go to 
university. Because it’s a loan, the whole reason you go to university is 
so you can get a good job and pay back the loan easily.’ While it might 
be expected that such cost-benefit analysis is undertaken regardless of 
social background, we have argued elsewhere (Glaesser & Cooper, 2014) 
that familial social background can set upper and lower boundaries 
within which it takes place. Reflecting this phenomenon, the interview-
ees in this group do not only expect to go to university, but they refer 
to particular courses as well as the prestige of the universities under 
consideration. Denise makes it quite clear that she intends to study for a 
‘proper’ degree: ‘with the fees going up I think you need to be definite 
about what you want to do and go and do a proper course rather than 
ones say like media studies or whatever.’ Others mention university 
league tables, the Russell Group5 and/or universities such as Oxford, 
Cambridge, Durham and Imperial College as possibilities.

If their parents’ aim in sending them to a particular secondary school 
had been to develop these aspirations, the careful deliberation about 
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secondary school choice has certainly paid off. The schools these cases 
attend – with the exception of David – place a strong emphasis on uni-
versity applications. Help with Universities and Colleges Admissions 
Service (UCAS) forms and personal statements is mentioned by the 
interviewees as well as careers advice oriented towards university and 
taster courses or open days at different universities. Peers are part of 
this general atmosphere of academic ambition, given that they engage 
in discussions of subject choices, university applications, career aims 
and the like. Denise for example explains why most of her friends are 
staying on for the sixth form: ‘most of the people, they are here to learn 
and they want to carry on and they’ve always had it in their head that 
they will stay’.

Home and school background appear to act jointly to produce 
university aspirations. Bourdieu’s habitus theory points to the role 
of the family, suggesting that family environments can be more or 
less conducive to developing university aspirations. Consider cases 
such as Charlotte: ‘Erm, I don’t know really, I think it’s just like, my 
parents both went to university and my brother’s gone to university 
and to be honest I never really thought about not going. Because like, 
everyone in my family has, so it’s just like the next step, kind of, in 
your education.’; or Kalvinder and Philippa who can’t think of any 
members of their family who didn’t go to university. However, it is 
important to bear in mind that this is not true of all cases in this ‘typi-
cal’ group. Some mention that they would be the first in their families 
to go to university. In these cases, the parental experience of some 
post-compulsory education, as indicated by A-levels, as well as service 
class occupations, coupled with a favourable school environment and 
a general climate of educational expansion has led to their university 
aspirations. It may be the case, then, that the careers of young people 
from backgrounds where higher education is the norm are overdeter-
mined in the sense that more factors than required to produce univer-
sity aspirations are present.

As will have become clear by now, David does not obviously fit this 
pattern. In his case, academic ability appears to be key, coupled with 
his older brother’s experience who, also highly talented, is one of the 
very few (if not the first) pupil from their school to have secured a place 
at Oxford. The reason why his brother succeeded in going to Oxford 
appears to be his unusually high academic achievement. The teacher 
who had put me in touch with the young people in this school con-
firmed that both brothers are academically highly able, and that it is 
highly unusual for the school’s pupils to go on to Oxbridge.
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6.4 Deviant cases

Deviant cases fall into two groups: those who did not obtain the out-
come despite the presence of sufficient conditions (Deborah, Kelly, 
Marcus and Thomas), and those who did obtain the outcome despite 
lacking a necessary condition, that of having at least one parent with 
A-levels (Emily, Paul and Rosie) or of having at least one parent not in 
the working class (Lauren and Patricia). Among the latter five, all but 
Paul are also to be found in ‘inconclusive’ configurations with levels 
of consistency with sufficiency at around 0.66. Lauren and Patricia, for 
example, are in the configuration of having at least one parent with 
A-levels coupled with not having a parent in the service class which 
puts them in the ‘inconclusive with regard to sufficiency’ category, but 
they are also in the category ‘deviant with regard to necessity’ because 
their parents not only are not in the service class, but they are actually 
both working class which makes them deviant with regard to necessity 
since they lack a necessary condition, but obtain the outcome neverthe-
less (see Table 6.7).

6.4.1 Deviant with regard to combinations of conditions 
and outcome – sufficiency

Deborah, Kelly, Marcus and Thomas are deviant cases with regard to 
sufficiency. The first thing to note is that none of them rule out going 
to university completely, but they are uncertain about it which is why 
I categorised them as not being likely to go to university. I took ‘likely’ 
to mean that someone has a fairly firm intention, akin to the way this 
variable is coded in the LSYPE data where the response categories are 
‘very likely’, ‘fairly likely’, ‘not very likely’, ‘not at all likely’. From the 
way they discussed university, it seemed to me that they were closer to 
the ‘not very likely’ than the ‘fairly likely’ category.

Kelly and Marcus both attend schools where university aspirations are 
not the norm. Kelly attends the same school as David (above), the small 
comprehensive with no sixth form in a fairly deprived area. Her family 
background is mixed: her mother left school early without gaining any 
O-levels (the precursor of GCSEs). Having held jobs as a cleaner, she 
currently works as a foster carer. Kelly’s father holds a degree – though 
she is not sure where he went to university – and works as a local gov-
ernment officer. Her brother left school at 16 to get a job, and she does 
not know anyone apart from her father who went to university. Most 
people she knows ‘either have jobs as cleaners, cooks or just basically 
working in shops’. Thus, her father’s holding a degree is unusual in her 
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wider social network. Everything else both in the school and her home 
is not conducive to developing university aspirations.

Marcus attends a secondary modern school in Kent where, again, uni-
versity aspirations are unusual. Both his parents hold degrees and are in 
professional occupations. It is therefore perhaps unusual for someone 
like him to attend a secondary modern school, and in fact I selected 
him from a larger number of possible interviewees because he was the 
only one among my potential interviewees in this particular school 
with this sort of home background. It turns out that his case is not well 
captured by merely pointing to his parents’ educational level and their 
occupational group or the type of school he himself currently attends. 
It has idiosyncratic features: he initially attended a Steiner school, but 
was increasingly unhappy there because of the lack of competitive 
sports. His parents, though keen for him and his older brother to attend 
a Steiner school at first, wanted him to attend a school where he was 
happy, regardless of the school’s academic credentials, and helped him 
find this alternative school. He is not very interested in academic work 
and therefore did not attempt to enter a grammar school, unlike his 
brother who took his GCSEs at the Steiner school and then moved to 
the sixth form of a grammar school. A key to Marcus’ parents’ reluctance 
to guide him towards a more academically oriented school seems to be 
his father’s own educational career. He attended a major public school 
and was unhappy there, so he wanted to spare his sons the same experi-
ence. His mother (i.e., Marcus’ grandmother) paid for Marcus’ brother 
to attend an elite preparatory school early on and would have liked to 
support an academically oriented elite education for her grandsons. 
However, according to Marcus, there was some conflict in the family, 
and this, coupled with liking the ethos of a Steiner school, caused his 
parents to choose this alternative path for their children. I will discuss 
Marcus in more detail in Chapter 8.

Thomas’ school is a large comprehensive with sixth form where uni-
versity aspirations are not unusual, but where pupils are also supported 
in choosing other career pathways. His parents are separated and he 
lives with his mother who does not hold a degree herself. She is never-
theless quite keen for Thomas to go to university because she feels that 
her lack of a degree made it harder for her to get work in Britain (she is 
from another European country). His father similarly takes a keen inter-
est in Thomas’ education, suggesting he study French for GCSE on the 
grounds that it would look good on his CV and help with university 
applications, even though Thomas finds it hard and had not really con-
sidered continuing with the language. Thomas explains that he is going 
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to take a year out after year 11 to be home schooled because he is a year 
younger than his classmates:

during primary school I went to a kind of quite deprived primary 
school, so my dad was very keen on raising me, like instead of doing 
other stuff he taught me how to read and write at a much younger 
age, and I knew a different type of alphabet to everybody else. So at 
that school they put me up a year, and then because I was coping so 
well with it they thought there’s no point in putting me back down 
a year, so I’m still up a year

During his year out, he plans to continue studying subjects he enjoys 
at school for their own sake and also those related to possible A-level 
choices. On the whole, he gives the impression of being happy enough 
to continue his education, but university is not his only option:

if it was something like, I’m quite interested in forestry, so if it was 
something to do with that I probably wouldn’t need a university 
qualification, I’d just take courses and that, and then try and get a 
job. But, I dunno, I’ll just have to see how I feel at the end of A-levels.

The rise in tuition fees is a clearly a concern, and he therefore does 
not intend to get a degree for the sake of it, but to take account of his 
career plans.

Deborah attends a private girls’ day school. Her parents run several pubs 
and while they both left school with just a few GCSEs, her mother later 
returned to education to gain a degree because, as Deborah puts it, ‘she 
believes in education’. This is why they have chosen private education 
for their four daughters (Deborah is the youngest). Deborah seems to feel 
ambiguous about her school. She appreciates her parents’ financial sacrifices 
in educating her and her sisters privately, and she acknowledges the school’s 
support, but she is not doing very well academically and finds it hard to fit 
in at a school which prizes academic achievement above other goals:

Because you can just tell, you just get that like vibe from them. 
They just treat you different from them who yeah might be getting 
A*s all the time, but them people who aren’t, they’re developing in 
other ways, so why should you treat them any differently? […] Cos 
we always have like showing new students around and they only 
pick them intelligent people and it’s never any like, because I’m in 
like most of the bottom sets but that’s only for English and science. 
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And none of them people ever get chosen to show them people 
around. And it’s like, if you give us a chance, we won’t always think 
like the school is trying to cast us out or we won’t say bad things 
about the school because actually most of the people who come 
here actually enjoy the school after a while.

This feeling of not being accepted by the school is probably justified. 
The teacher through whom I made contact with the interviewees in this 
school was very dismissive about Deborah before I’d met her, saying that 
she was not very bright and that her parents ran a pub, implying through 
her tone of voice that she did not think much of this occupation.

Deborah has decided to leave her school after her GCSEs to go to a 
local sixth form college for a graphic design course. Her school disap-
proves of this decision given their academic focus, but she has made up 
her mind. Higher education is still unusual in her family; in addition 
to her mother having gained a degree, one of her sisters is at university, 
but the other two have either decided against it or are still unsure. Apart 
from that, there is no one in her family who has gone. It should be noted 
that while she mentions her mother’s degree, she is very vague about it 
and it does not sound as though this has had much actual influence either 
on her mother’s career or the family’s values. Taken together, it seems that 
Deborah’s lack of academic ability and interest and her family’s orientation 
towards non-academic types of career are stronger than the school’s ethos, 
especially given her sense of alienation from the school.

In summary, all four cases experience a mix of influences at home and 
at school, not all of which are conducive to developing university aspi-
rations. This is coupled with the fact that while they are by no means 
struggling with schoolwork (with the possible exception of Deborah), 
their talents and interests are not obviously academic: Deborah does 
just about cope with schoolwork, but presumably this coping is partly as 
a result of intense support at her private school, and she is not particu-
larly keen on such academic work. Kelly is still unsure about what she 
wants to do, Marcus is interested in sports and Thomas’ interests vary 
but include forestry. Taken together, this combination of individual 
factors, social network and school ethos seems to have prevented them 
from developing clear university aspirations.

6.4.2 Deviant with regard to combinations of conditions 
and outcome – necessity

I now turn to the discussion of cases who lack one of two quasi-necessary 
conditions (the two conditions identified as necessary for which I have 
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cases in my interview sample are having at least one parent with A-levels, 
and having at least one parent who is not in the working class), but 
who obtain the outcome of having developed university aspirations 
nevertheless (Emily, Paul, Rosie, Lauren and Patricia). Emily, Paul 
and Rosie lack the necessary condition of having at least one parent 
with A-levels, Lauren and Patricia lack the necessary condition of not 
having at least one parent who is not in the working class. In some 
sense, they form the opposite to the cases described just now: the 
former failed to develop university aspirations despite a set of seem-
ingly favourable conditions, whereas these developed such aspirations 
against the odds. The first thing to note is that four out of the five 
young people in this category, the four girls, attend a grammar school 
in Kent. It seems that their academic ability, which allowed them to 
enter a selective school, coupled with the school’s ethos, can act as a 
substitute for the lack of a necessary condition relating to the home 
background. This leaves Paul to explain. He attends a secondary mod-
ern school in Kent, and while he is not necessarily very academically 
minded, he has a strong interest and a talent for sports. He therefore 
intends to study sports science and to become a PE teacher. This is 
what his brother did, and what he himself has been hoping to do 
since he entered secondary school. He mentions wanting to inspire 
young people as one reason for this career aspiration, and talks about 
an uncle who is a youth worker – the only member of his extended 
family apart from his brother who holds a degree. This is how he 
describes his uncle:

one of my uncles went to university. He’s earning a good wage now, 
he’s in charge of a, err, like a youth club. Obviously again, with him 
doing that, he’s inspiring young people. Getting young people off 
the street, putting them into a youth club. Doing all good things 
really, like takes them on trips to C-Park, like obviously the best 
theme park in the country. So yeah, it’s, he’s, good man really.

These two, his brother and his uncle, seem to be role models for him, 
and his wish to attend university has arisen out of this very specific goal 
rather than a more general aspiration to attend higher education.

The coupling of individual interests and talents with a favourable 
school environment (for the four girls) or a clear aspiration and role 
models (Paul) seem to explain why these cases developed university 
aspirations despite lacking a condition which had been identified as 
necessary in the QCA analyses.
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6.4.3 Deviant with regard to an outcome

Finally, there are three cases who are deviant in another respect: the 
LSYPE analysis indicates that 78.3 per cent of young people are in full-
time education at the age of 17. Therefore, I now analyse those three in 
my interview sample who were not going to be in full-time education at 
that age: Leanne, Amy and Duncan. They have some characteristics in 
common: none of their parents hold qualifications above O-level/GCSE, 
none of their parents is in the service class (in fact, they are all work-
ing class with the exception of Leanne’s father who is a self-employed 
groundworker and therefore intermediate class), and they attend 
schools that are not oriented towards encouraging higher education 
aspirations, the comprehensive without sixth form (Duncan) and the 
secondary modern school in Kent (Leanne and Amy), that is, schools 
which are vocationally rather than academically oriented. We know, on 
theoretical grounds and on the basis of the evidence discussed so far, 
that such characteristics can be associated with low educational qualifi-
cations and aspirations, but it would be too simple to conclude that this 
is the explanation for the outcome of these three cases, given that we 
also know that other cases with similar characteristics do stay on in edu-
cation (the proportion of cases with parents who neither have A-levels 
nor are members of the service class who stay in education is 68.3 in the 
LSYPE data). The three young people discussed here all wish to start an 
apprenticeship once they leave school: Amy and Leanne would like to 
become hairdressers, and Duncan a car mechanic. The reasons they give 
for wishing to take this route rather than some form of school-based 
or college-based training is a mix of wanting to be independent and 
earn some money soon, and reasoning that this hands-on experience 
will give them better chances in the job market. Amy and Leanne in 
particular stress that they are not academic, that they do not like exams 
(Amy did not even take the eleven plus, Leanne took it but failed) and 
that while they are very positive about their current school, they do not 
wish to remain in a school environment. Duncan (whom I will discuss 
in greater detail in Chapter 8) was on the verge of being permanently 
excluded from school several times throughout his secondary school 
career, and while his behaviour is better now, he has no inclination 
to spend any more time in school. He currently does a placement in a 
garage one day a week and enjoys it much more than school.

For all three cases, we find that in addition to home and school 
environments which may not be strongly conducive to developing a 
motivation to stay on in school, there is a clear interest in an alterna-
tive route and a realistic expectation of what this will entail, based on 
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experiences through placements or Saturday jobs, as well as informal 
information obtained through friendship networks. A lack of interest 
in academic work is perhaps not very unusual among 16-year-olds, 
but it seems plausible that if young people do not have the sense that 
a real alternative exists, they nevertheless tend to stay in education 
given that this is usually encouraged by schools and the wider social 
environment.

Bourdieu’s (1977) habitus concept once again is useful to analyse the 
situation that Leanne, Amy and Duncan find themselves in. Their habi-
tus is the result of family and wider social networks, and it has led to 
expectations for what is normal for them to do and what is not. Duncan 
expresses this sense of ‘us’ and ‘them’ in the following exchange:

JG: So which college have you been accepted for?
Duncan:  Just X college [a vocationally oriented further education col-

lege] in [next town]. Cos it’s like, think it’s the only one that 
would have us in.

JG:  Right, OK, did you try others?
Duncan: Nah, I just tried that one because it’s closest.
 […]
JG:  And so why did you say that they are the only ones that 

would have you, X college?
Duncan:  With me qualifications and that, innit. If I got anything else, 

then like none of the high colleges would have accepted us, 
would they, like sixth form and that because, I think they’re 
like, what’s it called, like a smarter college. [laughs] I don’t 
know how to put it.

JG: Yeah, I think I know what you mean.
Duncan:  Like the smarter people go to Y college [more academically oriented 

sixth form college] and then us lot go to X college. I’m not saying 
you as being one of us lot.

JG:  And would you have liked to go to somewhere else like Y 
college?

Duncan:  Nah, not really, cos like all of me mates from last year like, 
when they left they went to X college to do mechanics and 
that. Like, some of me best mates went there and I, like, I just 
thought same as all that I’m gonna sign up for X college for 
mechanics. Like they’d probably like, help us out somehow 
like with the work. Like outside of school they could like 
tell us like bits about what they’re doing and that. Like me 
older brother he did it, mechanics at X college and he, aw, 
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me mouth’s getting all dry. And he passed his test with a 
distinction so like, I thought like he could probably help us 
with something.

In the same way as interviewees who intend to enter higher education, 
Duncan draws on experiences from his wider social network to guide 
his decision, which actually seems to be not so much a decision but a 
foregone conclusion. His habitus clearly is very different from theirs: his 
world is one where manual work rather than academic interests are the 
norm and where education has to be endured rather than enjoyed and/
or used to one’s advantage.

I should add that there was no one among my interviewees who 
intended to leave school in order to take up an unskilled job. This may 
be a result of today’s general expectation that young people should stay 
on in education and of the lack of such jobs in some areas, but it may 
also be due to a selection effect. The young people who agreed to take 
part in my study were approached through their schools (or former 
schools, in the case of some German Hauptschule pupils). Presumably, 
young people who do not intend to pursue any form of education are 
less likely to agree to participate in something that they would have 
associated with school.

6.5  Inconclusive cases

In the QCA analysis, there were some types of cases which did not show 
a clear tendency with regard to developing university aspirations. These 
had a mixed family background in the sense that parents either held 
A-levels or were members of the service class, but not both together. 
This is slightly unusual in itself since it is more common for educational 
attainment and occupational status to match. Theoretical expecta-
tions for these cases therefore are not clear. Among my interviewees, 
there are nine cases which fall into this category: Emily and Rosie who 
have at least one service class parent and Alexandra, Hannah, Lauren, 
Matthew, Patricia, Ruth and Samantha who have at least one parent 
with A-levels. As it happens, in this particular sample they all stated that 
they intended to go to university. Of course, I have already discussed 
Emily, Rosie, Lauren and Patricia above, because while they fall under 
the heading of inconclusive cases in terms of sufficient conditions, they 
are also deviant in terms of necessary conditions.

Among the nine cases discussed here, only three did not attend an 
academically selective school (Alexandra, Samantha and Matthew). For 
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the other six who did, it seems reasonable to assume that their school, 
coupled with having either a parent in the service class or a parent with 
A-levels, was the deciding factor in swaying their outcome towards 
developing the intention to go to university. For Alexandra, Samantha 
and Matthew, there appears to be no obvious shared factor which 
might account for their wish to go to university, so I will discuss them 
individually.

Alexandra attends her local comprehensive school (a large one with 
sixth form) which happens to be reasonably successful academically 
(it is the same school as Thomas’, described above), but this was not a 
key consideration at the time of choosing a secondary school. Both she 
herself and her parents were mostly concerned for her to attend a local 
school where her friends would be. League tables or any way of taking 
account of a school’s academic success did not seem to enter the picture. 
Her family background is not obviously conducive to developing higher 
education aspirations: no one in her family has attended university. 
However, Alexandra appears to be achieving highly and to be motivated 
to do well. Her academic ability coupled with her school’s support seem 
to have acted together to produce the wish in her to go to university. 
Here is how she herself explained this:

No one in my family’s been to university at all. So everyone was quite 
shocked when I said I wanted to go. I mean I think they didn’t expect 
me to be a high achiever, I mean not in a nasty way obviously but … 
They just expected me to leave school at 16, get a job and sort of do 
whatever they did, didn’t expect me to because like all my cousins 
and things have just left school and got jobs

Asked why she developed other plans, she replies ‘Because, well par-
tially because my grades are high enough and I think if you have high 
grades you get the opportunity to do whatever you want.’

In Samantha’s family, her mother is the only one with some experi-
ence of higher education, having studied for an arts degree. While she 
currently works as a shop assistant, she is also training to be an arts 
therapist, and she is keen to leave her current job. Therefore, Samantha 
has a model of using a university education to have a better life, even if 
her mother has not yet taken this step. In addition, Samantha’s school 
is a voluntary aided comprehensive school, and while it is no longer 
able to select its intake on academic ability, the school’s academic 
standard and aspirations are still very high. She herself performed well 
in her GCSEs, having obtained mainly As and some Bs. Taken together, 
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this combination of factors has led to her wishing to go to university 
to study medicine, although she has a fallback position which would 
be to become a nurse – without a degree – but only if her grades would 
prevent her from getting a place at university (which seems unlikely).

Matthew attends the same school as Samantha. He wishes to study 
dentistry, and while there is no one in his family who has gone to 
university, his role model appears to be his GP. He had a conversation 
with him focussing on career plans, and he also sought out a student 
of dentistry whom he has asked for advice. He seems to be going about 
his decision in a very deliberate and rational way. His academic achieve-
ment to date should certainly enable him to follow his chosen career, 
given that he obtained 4 A*s and the rest As at GCSE. In his case, it 
seems safe to conclude that the combination of an academically ambi-
tious school and his own considerable academic ability were sufficient 
to lead him to wish to attend university.

It turns out then that on closer inspection of these three cases, there 
are shared factors, contrary to what I suggested above. These are aca-
demic ability and a school which, while not selective in terms of policy, 
is clearly keen to encourage high academic aspiration in its pupils.

6.6 Lessons from the analysis of interviews

The interview analyses provided insights to supplement the cross-case 
QCA analyses. I used them to explore potential mechanisms which 
may have led to the patterns identified by the QCA. In addition, the 
interviews can be used to identify factors which may be used to refine 
the initial QCA analyses.

One factor that featured clearly in the analysis of typical, deviant and 
inconclusive cases was the nature of the secondary school attended. 
A school with an academic orientation was something that was shared 
by nearly all the typical cases, indicating that the combination of 
a favourable home and school environment encourages university 
aspirations. The analysis of the cases who were deviant with regard 
to necessity suggested, again, that attending a selective school may 
in some cases act as a substitute for a less favourable familial environ-
ment. And finally, for many of the inconclusive cases discussed here, 
school type seems to be what tipped the balance in favour of obtaining 
the outcome. The other factor which emerged was that, not surpris-
ingly, academic ability is likely to be part of the configuration of factors 
which leads to a young person’s developing university aspirations, and 
(relative) lack of ability would appear to make this less likely. Indeed, 
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using the LSYPE data, Anders and Micklewright (2013) confirm that 
high academic achievement can compensate for low parental education 
and low parental income (they do not analyse social class, but income 
quintiles) as a factor affecting the expectation to go to university. This 
was already evident from the analyses reported above, where meas-
ured ability featured as part of all the solution pathways (see Table 6.4 
and the solutions presented in Box 6.4), and, for girls, does indeed 
seem to compensate for low parental education or low class (solution 2 
in Box 6.4) and where I showed it to be a necessary condition for hav-
ing aspirations to go to university (Table 6.6). The reason for not using 
ability as a factor to classify cases as typical, deviant and inconclusive 
was simply that I do not hold any comparable information for the 
interviewees regarding their academic ability or achievement.

However, in the light of the interview analyses, I returned to the 
LSYPE data to add school type to the analyses. As noted in Chapter 4, 
the number of cases in selective and independent schools is dispropor-
tionately small, and this led to limited diversity in the resulting truth 
table, Table 6.8.

Given the nature of the selection process for selective schools, it was 
to be expected that configurations where parents are not in the service 
class, do not hold at least A-levels, or neither, would have fewer cases in 
selective schools. This is indeed the case, and in conjunction with the 
sampling problems in the LSYPE study described earlier which resulted 
in an underrepresentation of pupils in selective schools, some of the 
rows (1, 5, 6, 8 and 11 in particular) have such low case numbers that 
obtaining a minimised Boolean solution did not seem sensible, though 
inspecting the truth table itself is interesting. It shows that configura-
tions including selective schools are mostly to be found in the top half 
of the truth table, that is, they are associated with higher proportions 
of young people wishing to go to university. For those not in selective 
schools, the combination of having at least one parent with A-levels 
and at least one parent in the service class (rows 7 and 9) also results in 
higher proportions with higher education aspirations compared with 
other combinations of parental factors.

Because of the limited diversity problem, I decided to omit gender from 
this particular analysis in a next step, despite my earlier findings from 
the analysis of the role of gender using pairwise comparison6 (Table 6.9).

There are still some low case numbers, with the lowest n at just 17. As 
can be seen from the truth table itself (Table 6.9) and solution 1 in Box 
6.5, being in a selective school at the age of 16 is clearly a quasi-sufficient 
condition for developing higher education aspirations, regardless of 
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social background in the form of parental education or social class at 
this level of consistency, though the level of consistency with sufficiency, 
among those in selective schools, is higher still for those from the most 
privileged social backgrounds.

It can be seen from inspection of the truth table (Table 6.9) that a 
similar phenomenon can be observed for cases who do not attend 
a selective school. Here, parental education and class again can be seen 
to matter, as is also evident from solution 2 in Box 6.5. It is important to 
bear in mind that the group of non-selective schools here is likely to be 
very diverse in terms of, for example, academic ethos and student intake, 
and this diversity is likely to explain partly some of the differences 
between the configurations.

Finally, one obvious reason for becoming a ‘deviant’ case with regard 
to developing higher education aspirations is simply the existence of 
talents and interests which can be pursued (sometimes better) without a 
university education. This, again, is difficult to model given the limita-
tions of survey data.

Solution 1: 0.8 threshold

 Raw Unique
 Coverage Coverage Consistency
 ———— ———— —————–
SEL_SCHOOL16 0.081 0.081 0.935 

Solution coverage: 0.081
Solution consistency: 0.935

Solution 2: 0.75 threshold

 Raw Unique
 Coverage Coverage Consistency
 ———— ———— —————–
SEL_SCHOOL16� 0.081 0.021 0.935
ALEVEL1P*SC1P 0.542 0.482 0.782 

Solution coverage: 0.563
Solution consistency: 0.784

Box 6.5 Solution for Table 6.9, outcome HE expectation 
age 17, three conditions including school type
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6.7 Conclusion

As noted in previous chapters (see also Chapter 9), there is a danger of 
explaining a particular case convincingly but without being able to use 
this case study to generalise to other, similar cases and without know-
ing whether it would have been possible, for the same case, to find an 
equally convincing explanation for an alternative pathway or outcome. 
While idiosyncrasies and salient individual life events can sometimes 
explain a particular historical event or pathway, they are less helpful 
for explaining cross-case patterns. With that proviso, it seems possible 
to draw some more general conclusions in addition to explaining, as 
I have done above, the individual cases’ outcomes. These concern the 
roles of schools’ ethos and composition as well as role models both 
within and outside the family. These seem to form part of the mecha-
nisms leading to the wish to attend university, and equally to the wish 
not to attend university. In addition to the well-documented role of 
family background, schools and role models appear to be acting as sub-
stitutes in those cases where the family background would not have led 
an individual to developing university aspirations, and to reinforce the 
family’s effect where it did.

Finally, it is worth pointing out that, perhaps not surprisingly, the out-
come ‘expecting to go to university’ turns out to be very heterogeneous. 
For some people, it means hoping to attend a Russell Group university 
or Oxbridge, not necessarily with a particular degree course or career in 
mind but for the reputation and type of experience these institutions 
can offer. For others, in accordance with RAT, attending university is 
the most promising route to some or other good job, whereas for yet 
others it is a means to a particular end, as in the case of Paul who does 
not wish to attend university out of a general intention to gain a degree, 
but because it is the route to his preferred career as a PE teacher. It seems 
safe to assume that if the normal route into this career did not involve 
higher education, he would not seek it, whereas others wish to attend 
university regardless of career goals. This finding illustrates a general 
point: ‘summarising’ factors and solutions, whether they take the form 
of configurations identified via QCA or variables shown to be ‘significant’ 
in a regression-type analysis, can hide causal heterogeneity (Cooper & 
Glaesser, 2012a). The same goes for many outcomes, as noted at the 
beginning of this paragraph.7 A further interesting topic for research 
therefore would be to explore whether different causal pathways are 
associated with attending different types of university, a finding which 
seems likely on the basis of the interview findings reported here.
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7
What Types of Young People 
Are Bound for Higher Education 
at the Age of 17?

In this chapter, I compare England and Germany with regard to tra-
jectories which lead to higher education. As noted in the previous 
chapter, while I am only able to study aspirations rather than actual 
transitions to higher education, these are highly correlated (Anders & 
Micklewright, 2013), so aspirations do give a strong indication of the 
likely university attendance.

I intend to explore whether and to what extent the considerable 
differences between the two systems in England and Germany shape 
young people’s expectation of higher education, and whether similar 
or different mechanisms and processes characterise both systems. The 
first thing to note is that, according to the survey data, 17-year-olds’ 
intentions in the two countries are remarkably different: in Germany, 
34 per cent of Socio-Economic Panel (SOEP) respondents state that they 
intend to go to university (this includes Fachhochschulen (‘universities 
of applied sciences’)); in England the figure for Longitudinal Study of 
Young People in England (LSYPE) respondents is 65 per cent.1 I will dis-
cuss possible reasons and implications of this finding below.

In Chapters 5 and 6, I analysed pathways through the education 
system in Germany and England. In both countries, I discussed the 
importance of individuals’ social context in terms of both family 
and school. Doing so, I drew on the model developed in Glaesser and 
Cooper (2014) where we argued that habitus (Bourdieu, 1977) can 
help explain how upper and lower boundaries for expectations and 
aspirations are formed, while rational action theory (RAT) (Boudon, 
1974, Breen & Goldthorpe, 1997, Goldthorpe, 1996b) contributes to 
an understanding of the weighing up of potential costs and benefits of 
certain courses of action which take place within these boundaries. In 
addition, the young people’s class-based habitus conditions, at least to 
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some extent, what exactly is considered to be a cost and a benefit. These 
broad general principles applied in both countries, so I will draw on the 
same theories throughout this chapter. For example, all my interviewees 
were aspiring to achieve some kind of qualification – a rational form 
of behaviour, given the associated likely benefits – but the family of 
origin in conjunction with the school attended by the young person 
created boundaries within which these aspirations fell, so that for some 
young people, the goal of gaining any form of qualification may be 
perceived to be a considerable ambition, whereas others were hoping to 
be admitted to a prestigious university and might even regard attending 
university as a failure if it wasn’t their preferred highly prestigious one.

I start this chapter by discussing features of the two education systems 
relevant for shaping the transition to higher education, followed by a 
QCA analysis using SOEP data of the patterns of factors associated with 
higher education aspirations in Germany (for the parallel analysis for 
England see Chapter 6). I then draw on analyses of my interviews to 
illustrate the mechanisms which are likely to have led to young peo-
ple’s development of university aspirations or, conversely, to their not 
developing such aspirations. 

7.1 Germany and England: system differences 
and similarities

Given the importance of schooling for later university entry, I will begin 
by discussing schools. A key difference between the two countries is the 
fact that the German secondary school system is formally stratified, unlike 
England’s largely comprehensive system where forms of stratification 
are more varied. In some areas of England, there are grammar schools, simi-
lar to German Gymnasien. In addition, across the whole of England com-
prehensives vary enormously as a function of the socio-economic nature of 
their catchment areas. Some consequences of both types of school system 
have been described and analysed by Turner (1960). He used Britain (at the 
time) and the US as his exemplars to discuss prevailing ‘folk norms’ which 
had shaped the school systems and associated opportunities for mobility. 
Sponsored mobility (which, according to Turner, was the norm in Britain 
at the time) described a situation where an elite selects those considered 
suitable to join it. This selection took place early on in an individual’s 
educational career and, subsequently, support for the developing career 
was offered. He compared contest mobility, as in the US, to a race in which 
everybody can expect to have equal chances of achieving highly, with 
the outcome kept open for as long as possible. While Germany has many 
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features of a sponsored system (Glaesser & Cooper, 2011b), Britain today 
has moved away from such a system (Kerckhoff, 2001). Students have more 
options open to them, both when they first choose a secondary school and 
during their time there. Nevertheless, restrictions exist for British students, 
too, if they wish to continue to post-compulsory and higher education. 
Passing enough GCSEs at a high enough level is a prerequisite for being 
allowed to continue with A-level study, and A-levels in turn are a pre-
requisite for university entry. Subjects matter, too: some, like media studies 
or business studies, are considered not to be suitable for university admis-
sion, especially by prestigious universities. Subjects considered suitable 
usually are the more traditionally academically oriented subjects such as 
English, mathematics, history, biology, chemistry and physics. It seems 
to me, then, that some British schools effectively act as sponsors despite 
the system now having organisational features that are closer to a contest 
system. Schools can act as sponsors not only if they are academically selec-
tive but also if they have an ethos which places high expectations on their 
students regarding academic achievement and post-school careers, and 
I will discuss this in more detail below, drawing on interview data.

The higher education sectors in the two countries differ, too. While in 
both countries, considerable educational expansion has taken place dur-
ing the second half of the 20th century, the structure of higher education 
provision differs. In England, formally there has been a single higher 
education sector since the change in status of polytechnics to universi-
ties in 1992. However, there are considerable differences between uni-
versities with regard to history, subjects, and mission (Eurydice, 2013e). 
They also differ in prestige, research activity and income (Ball et al., 
2002). This is well known by some potential students and their parents. 
Ball and colleagues note that social class via cultural and social capital 
shapes the way in which students not only decide whether or not to go 
to university, but also which type of university to apply to. The notion 
of boundaries (which I introduced in Chapter 4 and then drew on in 
Chapters 5 and 6) is implicit in these authors’ discussion since they 
show that young people’s social class has an effect on both the choice 
the young person makes and the options he/she considers in the first 
place. This is true of people at any level of the social class structure: 
‘Embedded perceptions and expectations make certain choices “obvious” 
and others unthinkable, according to where you stand in the overall 
landscape of choice. In this respect, middle-class students in the private 
schools are as equally, or perhaps more, constrained than their working-
class counterparts in the state sector’ (Ball et al., 2002, p. 58).

Educational expansion in Germany occurred during the second half of 
the 20th century. People stayed in the education system for longer and 
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more people gained degrees. Concerning the further education sector, 
Müller (1998, pp. 99/100) notes that the vocational training system has 
successfully reacted to changes in the occupational structure over this 
period. Another one of its successes, in his view, is the fact that, compared 
with other countries, there are relatively few people in Germany who 
enter the labour market without any form of vocational qualification. 
Higher education in Germany is provided by two kinds of institutions, 
universities and Fachhochschulen, with the latter being similar in aims 
and mission to the UK’s former polytechnics, offering more vocationally 
oriented subjects such as engineering or social work. The universities are 
more research oriented, covering traditional academic subjects and dis-
ciplines. There is no clear hierarchy or difference in prestige within each 
group. Universities may differ with regard to the reputation of a particular 
person or research group, but to most prospective students, one univer-
sity is as good as another and they are just as likely to base their choice on 
factors such as proximity to their home or whether the university is in a 
big city or smaller town. Universities do not have much say in the selec-
tion of their students, though this is beginning to change (Mayer, 2008). 
To be admitted to a course, a candidate has to have the Abitur. Sometimes 
additional specific criteria exist such as knowledge of foreign languages. 
Provided these criteria are fulfilled, a university is obliged to accept the 
prospective student. Only if there are more applicants than places will 
the performance at the Abitur be taken into account as well.

As is evident in the Ball et al. quote above, schools as well as families 
in the UK have an impact on a young person’s university options and 
choice. This is also the case in Germany, but this impact takes a differ-
ent form. The academic selection and subsequent sponsorship by the 
Gymnasium as an institution have the effect of creating a relatively 
homogeneous group of students for whom higher education aspirations 
are regarded as fairly normal by the school and who are actively encour-
aged to develop such aspirations, though entering an apprenticeship 
is by no means uncommon for this group of people. The other types 
of school in Germany, Hauptschule, Realschule and, to some extent, 
Gesamtschule, focus largely on various forms of vocational training. 
Given that they do not expect their student body to include many 
academically oriented and academically gifted young people, they are 
considerably less likely to encourage higher education aspirations, and 
they typically focus on other types of post-school education and/or 
employment as a matter of policy.

Selective and independent schools in England are similar to a German 
Gymnasium in this respect, but there are large differences among 
English non-selective state schools, with some closer in ethos and 
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aspirations to selective schools in both countries and others more likely 
to cater to a wide variety of ability and interests.

Finally, a note on higher education funding in the two countries: in 
Germany, the individual Länder were allowed to charge tuition fees from 
2005, but not all Länder did so. Where fees were introduced, they were 
usually set at around €500 per semester, that is, €1,000 a year. However, 
they were abolished again fairly soon afterwards in most places, and 
from 2014, tuition fees will not exist anywhere in Germany, apart from 
an administrative fee which is usually set at around €50–€100 per semes-
ter. Living costs still have to be covered and it is increasingly difficult to 
obtain a means-tested government grant (BAföG) at a level high enough 
to cover these costs. In England, by contrast, fees were up to £3,290 per 
year at the time of my interviews, but a decision had been made to allow 
universities to charge fees of up to £9,000 per year, with effect from 2012 
(so potentially affecting my interviewees). Student loans exist to cover 
fees and cost of living, repayable once the recipient of the loan earns a 
certain income. Most of my English interviewees, and certainly those 
with realistic expectations to attend university, were well aware of this 
change in funding regime and that it was going to affect them.

7.2 University aspirations in Germany

Before using interview data from both countries to explore how young 
people’s university aspirations are shaped, I wish to give an overview 
of the situation in Germany. For England, I have already done this 
in Chapter 6, but not yet for Germany because the outcome I analysed 
in Chapter 5, where Germany was discussed, was type of secondary 
school attended rather than university aspirations.

I initially draw on a truth table based on SOEP data to analyse factors 
associated with the intention of attending university. Aiming to par-
allel the English analyses presented in Chapter 6, I initially analysed 
gender, parental class, parental education as indicated by whether or 
not at least one parent has the Abitur, and type of school attended as 
factors. Perhaps not surprisingly, given the comparatively low propor-
tion of young people (34.1 per cent) who state that they intend to go 
to university, there were no quasi-sufficient configurations for obtain-
ing this outcome. This remained the case when I used parental degree 
instead of Abitur as the indicator for parental education. Nevertheless, 
it is instructive to inspect the truth table (Table 7.1), where parental 
education is indicated by whether or not at least one parent has a 
degree:



 127

Ta
bl

e 
7.

1 
Tr

u
th

 t
ab

le
, 

G
er

m
an

 y
ou

n
g 

p
eo

p
le

’s
 H

E 
in

te
n

ti
on

R
o

w
 n

o
.

M
al

e
A

t 
le

as
t 

o
n

e 
p

ar
en

t 
h

as
 d

eg
re

e
A

t 
le

as
t 

o
n

e 
p

ar
en

t 
in

 t
h

e 
se

rv
ic

e 
cl

as
s

In
 G

ym
n

as
iu

m
 

ag
e 

17
N

u
m

b
er

H
E

 l
ik

el
y 

ag
e 

17
C

o
n

si
st

en
cy

1
1

1
0

1
19

0.
73

7
2

0
1

0
1

19
0.

73
7

3
0

1
1

1
96

0.
68

8
4

1
1

1
1

10
7

0.
62

6
5

0
0

1
1

38
0.

5
6

1
0

0
1

30
0.

46
7

7
0

0
0

1
43

0.
41

9
8

1
0

1
1

28
0.

39
3

9
1

1
1

0
37

0.
27

0
10

0
1

1
0

30
0.

2
11

0
1

0
0

11
0.

18
2

12
1

0
1

0
47

0.
12

8
13

0
0

1
0

52
0.

11
5

14
0

0
0

0
10

5
0.

07
6

15
1

1
0

0
14

0.
07

1
16

1
0

0
0

11
2

0.
06

3



128 Educational Careers in England and Germany

Given that consistencies, as noted, are too low to undertake an 
analysis of sufficiency, I will not derive Boolean solutions, but instead 
discuss patterns in the configurations in terms of how close they are to 
the grand mean of 34.1 per cent. First of all, we can see that there is a 
marked gap between those who do (rows 1–8) and do not (rows 9–16) 
attend a Gymnasium at the age of 17, with those in a Gymnasium 
above the grand mean, and those not in a Gymnasium below. Given the 
institutional requirements of universities, this is as expected.2 Among 
those who attend a Gymnasium, there is a considerable gap between 
those whose parents do and do not hold a degree themselves (the jump 
between rows 4 and 5). I also calculated the means for the group whose 
parents have degrees (rows 1–4) which is 66.8 per cent, and for the 
group whose parents haven’t (rows 5–8) which is 44.6 per cent. Clearly, 
even given sponsorship via the school, young people who do not have 
any experience of higher education in their immediate family are less 
likely to develop university aspirations than those who have such an 
experience. Without the sponsorship offered by the Gymnasium, on the 
other hand, the proportion of young people hoping to go to university 
is considerably lower still (at 11.3 per cent overall compared with 58.4 
per cent of those who attend a Gymnasium).

In the next section, I will explore reasons for and implications of 
these findings on the basis of interview data, along with the broader 
question of how young people come to develop higher education aspi-
rations or not.

7.3 Analysis of interviews

The QCA analyses of aspirations for both countries showed the impor-
tance of parental education and school experiences for a young person’s 
developing higher education aspirations. I will now use interview data 
to explore in more detail the processes which led to this pattern, focus-
sing on three aspects: country or system differences, school influences, 
and individual factors. Obviously, there will be overlaps between these 
three aspects since they are not independent of each other, but treat-
ing the topic under these three headings will help keep things clear 
analytically.

7.3.1 Country and system

I described the school and university systems in both countries above. 
In some sense, it might be argued that the similarities are greater than 
the differences: higher education institutions in both countries offer 
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academic qualifications which offer the opportunity to gain certain jobs 
and life chances, and in both countries the institutions select students 
on the basis of academic ability as indicated by qualifications held by 
the candidates. This process is socially as well as academically selective 
to some extent in both countries. In the same way, the processes leading 
up to the wish to apply to university in the first place are socially as well 
as academically selective. I will explore these processes under the head-
ings of school and individual factors below. Here, I will focus on differences 
between the two countries, and whether and how they impact on the 
young people’s experiences and expectations. The relevant differences 
I discuss are (1) hierarchy within the university sector: universities in 
the UK are more strongly differentiated in terms of their reputation and 
research orientation, (2) there are relatively more university places in the 
UK, leading to different expectations among schools, families and the 
young people themselves, (3) apprenticeships are more formally organ-
ised, more common and more prestigious in Germany, and (4) the route 
to some occupations differs: occupations such as nursing are graduate 
occupations in England, but not in Germany.

While the young people themselves are not necessarily aware of 
all these differences between countries, they are aware of their own 
country’s characteristics, and these have shaped young people’s per-
ception of universities and their decision-making processes to some 
extent. Some, if not most, of the English young people are aware of 
the fact that universities in the UK are hierarchically ordered. Consider 
this exchange with Hannah, who attends an academically selective 
independent school. She was asked whether she thought that teachers 
treated students fairly, on the whole, and her reply shows clearly that 
she not only knows about academic rituals but that she also is aware of 
the differences in prestige between universities:

Hannah:  I think the teachers who went to better universities, and 
the ones who, … the ones maybe from a higher social class, 
they’re definitely more lenient and respectful and they are 
fairer I’d say than some of the others.

JG:  Right, OK. How do you know which university they went to?
Hannah:  There’s a list on the school website and they tell us, and at 

speech day when they wear their robes you can tell from the 
colours.

JG:  Oh of course you can, yeah OK. So is that what you mean, 
or what do you mean by a higher social class, the ones that 
are from a higher social class?
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Hannah:  Erm … The sort of, the ones who I would say are from a 
higher social class, they’re, I’d say they’re more, they’re bet-
ter educated, they’ve experienced more in life. They’re very 
well spoken, whereas some of the others are maybe from the 
[local area], they’ve stayed here all their lives, maybe haven’t 
had as many opportunities.

Her school will have facilitated Hannah’s awareness of the differences 
between institutions. What is more, she makes a connection between 
type of institution and individual social class. Hannah’s home back-
ground would not necessarily provide her with the relevant knowledge 
and way of thinking: her (single) mother holds a foundation degree 
from a post-92 university, and no member of her family or wider social 
circle has attended a prestigious university as far as Hannah knows, 
but she herself would very much like to go to ‘Oxford or Cambridge, 
or Edinburgh, or St Andrews’, on the grounds that ‘they’re really good 
universities and I like the areas which they’re in. I think it would be 
lovely to study there, at one of those universities.’ Other interviewees 
also mention specific Russell Group universities and Oxbridge, or they 
talk about top 10 or 20 universities. They do not specify what they actu-
ally mean by this, they merely assume a shared understanding of such 
categories. We find an important influence here of school attended and/
or family of origin on knowledge of system properties such as the hierar-
chical organisation of British universities: as we can see from Hannah’s 
example, this knowledge of the hierarchy tends to be available to young 
people who attend academically selective and/or ambitious schools 
(on which more below), or who were from a background where there 
is some knowledge and personal experience of the higher education 
sector. By contrast, interviewees who didn’t attend an academically 
oriented school and in whose home background university was not a 
common experience did sometimes mention specific universities they 
might want to attend, but the focus here tended to be on local universi-
ties they knew via friends or older siblings and other relatives (see also 
for example Ball et al., 2002, Reay, Davies, et al., 2001).

In Germany, none of the young people I interviewed gave any indica-
tion that they took a specific university’s or group of universities’ reputa-
tion into account in their consideration of whether they wanted to go to 
university and if so, where. There was no discussion of the sort found 
in the English interviews regarding league table position or reputation. 
Where German interviewees did discuss type of institution, this was in 
relation to whether they wanted to attend a university, Fachhochschule 
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or Berufsakademie. As mentioned above, Fachhochschulen offer applied 
courses in subjects such as engineering, social work or business studies. 
Berufsakademien formally have the same status as Fachhochschulen and 
they offer similar degree types, but they differ from Fachhochschulen 
in that the students are employed by a company or institution during 
their degree course, and they alternate between college and employer 
on a three-monthly basis. This is attractive for potential students for 
two reasons: the practical experience is expected to make graduates 
more employable, and the fact that they are receiving a salary means 
that funding is not an issue. This latter point is mentioned by Diana 
(who has attended the same Gymnasium for all of her secondary 
schooling) who explains that this, for her, is the reason for preferring 
a Berufsakademie over other types of higher education institution. 
Funding is an issue for her: her (single) mother works in unskilled jobs 
and she cannot expect financial help from her or any other member of 
her family, so the Berufsakademie is an attractive option.

Another difference between the two countries I noted above is the fact 
that a significantly higher proportion of young people in England state 
that they wish to go to university. An obvious explanation for this find-
ing seems to be the fact that in Germany, the alternatives to university 
are more prestigious and, especially in the case of apprenticeships, bet-
ter established than in England. Pupils at any non-Gymnasium school 
receive information about apprenticeships as a matter of course, they 
are encouraged to apply for places with employers and in some cases 
they are taught how to write an application for an apprenticeship as part 
of formal lessons. Apprenticeships are in the public consciousness, too, 
with news of shortages or a surplus of apprenticeship places forming 
a regular feature in media reports (for example, here is a report in the 
national newspaper Süddeutsche Zeitung, a left-leaning, liberal paper, giv-
ing details of numbers of apprentices against places in different sectors: 
http://www.sueddeutsche.de/wirtschaft/bilanz-zu-nachwuchskraeften-
deutschland-bildet-weniger-aus-1.1807109; an article in the tabloid 
BILD claiming that Germany is turning into ‘a paradise for appren-
tices’ due to a surplus of places: http://www.bild.de/geld/wirtschaft/
auszubildende/deutschland-wird-zum-azubi-paradies-30385294.bild.
html; or a report in the local newspaper Wiesbadener Tagblatt on a 
scheme by the local social work department to help young people 
find an apprenticeship: http://www.wiesbadener-tagblatt.de/lokales/
wiesbaden/nachrichten-wiesbaden/stadt-hilft-bei-suche-nach-ausbil
dungsplatz_14234571.htm). It is common knowledge in Germany that 
an apprenticeship can be a route to a rewarding, well-paid and secure 
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career. This is especially true of apprenticeships with large companies 
such as Daimler, with banks, or in the public sector. Among my inter-
viewees, there were some who said they would prefer entering an 
apprenticeship over some other form of training or further schooling 
because it meant that they would be able to start earning money sooner. 
Tobias, for example, when asked why an apprenticeship would be his 
preferred option, replied: ‘Weil dann bin ich schneller fertig, hab schnel-
ler mein Geld und alles.’ [‘Because then I’ll be finished sooner, will have 
my money sooner and everything.’] Or Kevin, replying to the same 
question: ‘Ja, bei ’ner Ausbildung kriegt man Geld und hat man endlich 
’ne Arbeit. Muss man nicht mehr in die Schule und so. Es ist halt besser, 
find ich. Auch wenn man weniger Zeit hat, also Freizeit.’ [‘Well, if you do 
an apprenticeship, you get money and you finally have a job. You don’t 
have to go to school any more and things. It’s just better, I think. Even 
if you have less time, spare time.’] 

By contrast, university is prominent in the public discourse and 
therefore in young people’s minds in England, as illustrated by these 
newspaper articles on the importance of GCSE grades in applying to uni-
versity (www.theguardian.com/education/2014/aug/21/how-important-
are-gcses-when-applying-to-university), numbers of disadvantaged students 
applying to university (http://www.thetimes.co.uk/tto/education/article
4157118.ece), or A-level results and university admission (http://www.
dailymail.co.uk/news/article-2724648/A-level-results-lead-record-numbers-
students-heading-university-vast-majority-accepted-choice-degree-
courses.html). Not surprisingly, young people in English academically 
selective schools mentioned intending to go to university, but perhaps 
more surprisingly, some others did where this might not have been 
expected given their academic ability, social background and school 
type. For example, Kim, in a secondary modern school, mentions uni-
versity as one of her options on the grounds that ‘The best thing I think 
about going to university is that it’s a whole new place, there’s loads of 
different things that you could do and it’s just all the facilities there like 
massive libraries. I would be really excited if I got offered to go’ and, 
talking about the time she did work experience at the local university: 
‘And erm, the people there are like friendly, all the teachers there and 
everything and I like the place, cos it’s just new and all.’ No one in her 
family has been to university and she is not obviously academically 
interested or motivated. She didn’t know about having to pay tuition 
fees. All in all, her wish to go to university does not seem very realistic 
or thought through, which makes it interesting that she even considers 
it. Some of my German interviewees also talk about the possibility of 
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attending university in a vague way only, but the difference is that they 
seem more aware of what universities are for, and the uncertainty relates 
to whether they think they will be able to first fulfil the entry require-
ments and then to cope once there. Others in England seem similarly 
misinformed and/or ignorant of university life, so despite what I said 
above, it is certainly not the case that every young person in England 
knows or cares much about university. Harry (who attends the same 
secondary modern school as Kim), when asked why he thinks some 
people might wish to go to university replies: ‘I’m not sure, cos you get 
a place to stay, socialise, dunno, get a really good education. Hmm, not 
sure.’ He himself has ruled out going on the grounds that it costs a lot 
of money and he would spend the rest of his life paying back the loan. 
No one he knows is planning to go or has been to university. Duncan 
(attending a comprehensive school without a sixth form), when asked 
what he might study if he did go to university merely says: ‘I haven’t 
got the slightest idea. I don’t even know what they do at university.’ It 
could be that this lack of knowledge makes university aspirations less 
likely, or that talents and interests lie elsewhere and information on 
universities is therefore not sought and/or provided, or, indeed, that the 
two processes are mutually reinforcing.

Another reason for the lower proportion of higher education aspirations 
in Germany – and this is linked to the previous discussion of what is in 
people’s consciousness – is the fact that some occupations do not require 
a degree in Germany, whereas they do in England. Nursing is a case in 
point. So for those young people with a particular career such as nursing 
in mind, their aspirations will differ depending on what the accepted 
training route for this career is in their own country. Sarah (from a 
German Hauptschule), for example, is currently training to be a nurse. She 
explains how she came to be interested in this profession – a combination 
of her father’s work as a doctor, her mother’s as a carer for old people and 
her own experiences through summer jobs and placements – but she rules 
out going to university, not least because she says she has problems with 
written German and languages more generally. By contrast, Ruth (from 
an English grammar school) has similar reasons for wishing to become a 
nurse, but it is clear for her that this is something she will pursue by going 
to university. She is actually worried about this because she has sometimes 
struggled at school due to ‘having dyslexia’, but given her wish to become 
a nurse, she will have to work hard enough to be able to go to, and succeed 
at, university. We can see that these two young women are fairly similar in 
various ways, but because of differences in the system one has clear aspira-
tions to go to university, whereas the other has clear aspirations not to.3
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I now turn to the differences between the secondary school systems in 
the two countries and the implications for higher education aspirations.

7.3.2 School influences

In order to explore the role of their school in shaping young people’s 
aspirations, I will begin by briefly describing some of the schools 
attended by my interviewees. The German schools may be seen as rep-
resentatives of their types, that is, the Gymnasien are able to provide 
sponsorship in the sense that the teaching is academically oriented, the 
qualification which is a prerequisite for university attendance is offered 
there, and there is a clear expectation that young people will be able 
to apply to university successfully. The Realschulen and Hauptschulen 
provide far more support aimed at securing apprenticeships for their 
students, but also some preparatory support for routes through further 
education which can then lead to more advanced courses of study. The 
Gesamtschulen have some internal stratification in the core subjects 
mathematics, German, English and science subjects, and in line with 
their aims, these schools support students in whatever is the route 
thought to be most suited to them by the school based on their prior 
attainment. In England, the independent school I studied (which uses 
an academically selective admission process) and the grammar school 
have sponsorship functions similar to a German Gymnasium’s. Matters 
are more complicated with those English schools which do not use a 
formal selection process, and so I will briefly describe the four in my 
study here.

The secondary modern school in Kent is attended by pupils who either 
tried but failed to enter a grammar school, or who did not take the 
eleven plus test in the first place, or who passed it, but preferred this 
particular school (or their parents did). Accordingly, the school places 
a great emphasis on offering vocational, non-academic subjects and 
pathways, and supports students in obtaining skills relevant for the 
labour market. It is an academy4 as well as a sports specialist college, 
and it offers post-16 courses in areas such as hairdressing, beauty, travel 
and tourism, retail and construction as well as more academic subjects 
in cooperation with a local grammar school.

The comprehensive school without a sixth form is in a former mining 
village in a fairly deprived area. There are no schools with a strong aca-
demic orientation in the catchment area, so pupils would have to travel 
to the nearby city if they wanted to attend a different kind of school. 
This city is also where they go if they want to continue their educa-
tion after year 11 either at a sixth form college or a further education 
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college. The school offers GCSE vocational courses and BTEC5 courses 
in areas such as childcare, hair and beauty, and construction, alongside 
the more traditional GCSE courses such as English, maths, French and 
sciences.

The other two comprehensives both have a sixth form. One is a large 
school with a fairly broad curriculum, offering mainly academic subjects, 
but some vocational courses, too. A few pupils each year enter Oxbridge 
(for which the school offers interview training), and pupils are generally 
encouraged to apply to university, but the school also prides itself on 
its strong pastoral support and aims to help each pupil achieve what is 
‘best’ for the individual pupil, including, for pupils up to the age of 16, 
a less academic course if that is seen to be the best fit. The sixth form 
does offer some BTEC courses, but the main focus there is on traditional 
A-levels.

The other comprehensive school in this study is a voluntary aided com-
prehensive school which recently obtained academy status. It is also fairly 
large. It is an academically very high-achieving school. The sixth form is 
particularly large because most of the school’s own year 11 pupils stay 
on and, thanks to the good reputation of the school, pupils from other 
local schools join the sixth form. While the school cannot select on 
academic ability, it is well known locally by prospective pupils and their 
parents that academic achievement is valued highly. Many of its pupils 
go on to study at prestigious universities, including Oxbridge.

From others’ work on institutional habitus (for example Reay, David, 
et al., 2001), it becomes clear even on the basis of these very brief 
descriptions that these schools may shape a young person’s experience 
and aspirations in different ways. Institutional habitus comprises factors 
such as social class composition of the school, type of careers advice, 
curriculum and subjects, types of qualifications, and links with higher 
education institutions. It can be used to describe and analyse the ways 
in which schools shape their pupils’ decisions, and it is, in that sense, 
comparable to familial habitus. In addition, it becomes clear that, even 
though the contemporary British system is formally closer to a contest 
than a sponsored system in Turner’s classification (Turner, 1960), some 
schools effectively act as sponsors for their pupils once they have joined 
the school. This is particularly noticeable in the case of the voluntary 
aided academy where the ethos is similar to that of an academically 
selective school. The school expects young people attending it to do 
well academically and to apply to prestigious universities. This expecta-
tion is clear from the school itself and manifests itself in the types of 
subjects on offer, results achieved and careers advice given, but it is also 



136 Educational Careers in England and Germany

amplified through peers who are observed to be behaving in accordance 
with the general climate of the school. By contrast, schools such as the 
small comprehensive without a sixth form will have the effect of making 
it much harder for their pupils to develop aspirations to apply to pres-
tigious universities, not because they actively prevent the young people 
from doing so, but because they are an environment where it can be an 
achievement for the school leavers merely to stay in education beyond 
the age of 16 at all, and where the normal expectation is to pursue more 
practically oriented courses of study. Thus, that what is perceived to be 
normal tends to differ across school types.

Institutional habitus is part of a mutually reinforcing process. The 
schools are shaped by the young people who attend them, and they 
in turn respond to their pupils’ needs and expectations. The voluntary 
aided academy, while not actually academically selective, has an intake 
of academically ambitious and academically oriented pupils, for the 
most part, while the comprehensive without a sixth form and the second-
ary modern school serve pupils who, in some cases at least, do indeed 
need encouragement to stay on in education post 16. Notwithstanding 
these general tendencies, there are, of course, exceptions where there is 
a mismatch between the pupil and the school. David (see also Chapter 
6), who attends the comprehensive without sixth form, is a case in point. 
He is hoping to go to Oxbridge, following the example of his brother 
who attended the same school and who is currently studying at Oxford 
University. This is unusual, however, and while the school seem proud 
of the fact that David’s brother is at Oxford and he himself might be able 
to go, they have not been able to offer much support to facilitate this, 
not least because they do not have a sixth form, but also because the 
careers advice they provide focusses on other types of educational and 
occupational careers. David’s social background is perhaps slightly 
unusual compared with the other pupils in his school: his father is 
a postmaster (though his highest qualifications are O-levels), and his 
mother has a degree in computer science from a new university and 
she works as a web designer. So there is some experience of higher edu-
cation in his family. Conversely, there are some young people whose 
own interests are less academic than those of the school. For example, 
Deborah, whom I also discussed in some detail in Chapter 6, was not 
happy with her selective independent school’s preference for academic 
success over any other sort of goal and she left the school to do graphic 
design at a local sixth form college. While these two cases are exam-
ples of young people whose intentions and careers did not match the 
school’s institutional habitus, for most others there appears to be a 
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good fit between home background, school and personal aspirations 
and ability.

The school may offer an academically talented individual a way into 
a more ambitious educational career than his or her home background 
might have made likely. Grammar schools, but also schools such as the 
voluntary aided academy and the large comprehensive school with sixth form 
I described above, can effectively act as sponsors once such a child enters 
the school aged 11. In the case of grammar schools, this opportunity 
for sponsorship depends on the child’s measured academic ability prior 
to entry, but with schools such as the other two, this is partly based 
on happenstance, depending on where the family lives at the time of 
the transition to secondary school. This was the case for Alexandra and 
Maya in the large comprehensive school or Matthew in the voluntary aided 
school. Their parents did not move to be within a particular catchment 
area, they just happened to live near a school which was able to nurture 
their talents and encourage university ambitions. The schools were able 
effectively to act as sponsors without being formally academically selec-
tive. As noted, I do not have any systematic data on my interviewees’ 
academic performance, but there are some pieces of indirect evidence 
which led me to this view of these three cases’ talents. Alexandra men-
tions having high grades despite not having been expected to be a 
‘high achiever’, Maya also mentions achieving high grades, in contrast 
to everyone else in her family. Matthew had already taken his GCSEs 
by the time the interview took place, and he had gained 4 A*s and the 
rest As. None of these three cases’ parents had been to university, and 
while they noted this in their interviews, they were clear that university 
was an appropriate route for them. It seems at least conceivable that for 
some such young people, things might have turned out differently if 
they had happened to attend a different kind of school. Matthew’s sis-
ters for example both attended a different secondary school and neither 
of them went to university, though without my knowing anything else 
about their abilities and circumstances, this reasoning is obviously not 
conclusive in itself.

Emily, Patricia and Rosie, all attending a grammar school in Kent, 
would also be the first ones in their families to go to university, but they 
have experienced sponsorship within an academically selective system, 
much like the German stratified system. In Germany, too, we find 
examples of young people who have developed university aspirations 
despite a lack of higher education experience in their families. Diana, 
Magdalena, Jessica, Marina, Sebastian and Marko are the cases who fit 
this pattern here, all attending a Gymnasium.
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In my German sample, there are far fewer young people in schools 
other than a Gymnasium, in comparison with Gymnasium pupils, 
who say that they wish to go to university (they are Andreas, Nicole 
and Patrick from a Realschule and Aynur, Julia and Vanessa from a 
Gesamtschule), and among those, it is rarer still if there is no experience 
of higher education in the family (Patrick and Vanessa).

These cases illustrate that the discussion of institutional habitus 
above applies to the German schools, too, given that these schools dif-
fer in the expectations and institutional support on offer. Gymnasium 
pupils, if they mention any sort of careers advice at all, talk about open 
days at universities or mentoring programmes which introduce pupils 
to graduate careers. Realschule and Hauptschule pupils, by contrast, 
are encouraged to apply for apprenticeships or other forms of further 
education (which may or may not lead to qualifications allowing 
higher education entry), and the work experience on offer is in non-
graduate fields. Gesamtschulen, in line with their more heterogeneous 
intake, offer a more varied range of careers advice. As with the English 
schools discussed above, I should note that this is a mutually reinforc-
ing process since schools offer the type of careers advice which is most 
likely to be useful for their student body, and while institutional habitus 
and sponsorship will have had some influence on the young people’s 
expectations and aspirations, their academic ability also affects which 
pathways they can enter. Since academic ability was the basis for the 
selection process at the end of primary school in the first place, it is not 
surprising that the range of academic ability within one type of school 
is limited, which means that there is a good match between type of 
careers advice and average ability within the student body. However, it 
is also the case that the selection process at the end of primary school is 
not perfect: as noted earlier, it is socially as well as academically selec-
tive, it takes place fairly early, thus potentially putting late developers 
at a disadvantage, and it can also be disadvantageous for recent immi-
grants with low levels of German language skills. Once a child has been 
allocated to a secondary school, however, the school’s ethos is likely 
to have some effect on a young person’s future decisions, even if their 
actual ability level does not quite match the school’s. 

7.3.3 Individual factors

Finally, whether or not a young person develops the aspiration and 
ambition to go to university can be linked to factors and processes 
relating to the individual and his/her home background, in addition to 
the system and school factors discussed above. Some interviewees come 
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from families where attending university is the norm and they expect to 
follow this expectation. Charlotte, Kalvinder, Philippa and Georgia are 
examples from England for this scenario (see also Chapter 6) and Anna, 
Alina and Julia from Germany. In other families, it is normal not to go 
to university. Gabriele mentions her family explicitly to explain why 
she wouldn’t consider university. She refers to her own and her three 
sisters’ and two stepbrothers’ educational careers when she says ‘wir 
wollen auch alle nicht studieren oder so, wir wollen einfach nur eine 
Ausbildung haben.’ [Also, none of us want to go to university or any-
thing, we just want to get an apprenticeship.] Her mother, she explains, 
‘does not like the Gymnasium’. However, it is rare for someone to rule 
out university quite so categorically on such grounds, and talents and 
interests (on which more below) are more commonly mentioned when 
explaining why university is not the preferred option. The family, 
while an important influence, is not the only factor and some young 
people do not do what would be normal in their families. On the one 
hand, there are those who do not wish to go to university despite this 
being the normal thing to do in their families, though this is not very 
common among my interviewees. Ludwig is such a case: he does not 
rule out going to university, but he is not sure, not least because he’d 
be interested in becoming a physiotherapist which does not require a 
degree in Germany. Marcus likewise does not rule out going to univer-
sity, but does not see himself as academically minded (see also Chapter 6 
and Chapter 8). On the other hand, and much more commonly, some 
young people develop the wish to go to university even if there is no 
one in their family and wider social circle to have done so. Clearly, 
lacking such a role model in the family is not an insurmountable bar-
rier to university attendance, at least not for all cases. In the context of 
educational expansion, this is not surprising given that more university 
places were made available, and so it was possible for at least some of 
these to be filled by people who are the first generation to attend univer-
sity (Müller, 1998). As noted above, Diana, Magdalena, Jessica, Marina, 
Sebastian and Marko are relevant examples for Germany, all attending a 
Gymnasium, and so are Vanessa and Aynur, attending a Gesamtschule. 
In England, Emily, Paul, Rosie, Patricia, Maya and Alexandra fall into 
this category. These young people are of course aware that their aspira-
tion is unusual in their family, as evident, for example, in this quote 
from Alexandra:

No one in my family’s been to university at all. So everyone was quite 
shocked when I said I wanted to go. I mean I think they didn’t expect 
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me to be a high achiever, I mean not in a nasty way obviously but … 
They just expected me to leave school at 16, get a job and sort of do 
whatever they did, didn’t expect me to because like all my cousins 
and things have just left school and got jobs.
[Asked about how her family felt about her university plans:]
I think they’re proud. I think so, I think they’re a bit like apprehen-
sive because they don’t really know much about it. They don’t know 
anything about university obviously not having experienced it, just 
stayed at like, at home and got jobs around the house.
[Asked about her own feelings:]
It makes me feel a little bit … I’m obviously very proud. It’s gonna 
be good but, err, it would be nice to have someone to talk to that 
had a bit of experience but, so I’m having to go to sort of outside the 
family sources for things.

Some mention that their families hope for them to improve their lives 
by gaining a university degree, specifically mentioning that they want 
something better for their children than they were able to achieve. 
Diana’s mother for example left school with minimal qualifications and 
works in two jobs, as a waitress and as an unskilled worker in a factory, 
but she says that she wants her daughter to have opportunities she her-
self didn’t have. Diana does not seem troubled or pressured by this; she 
enjoys school, describing herself as ambitious and interested in learning.

In addition to factors in their home background, the young people’s 
academic ability affects their aspirations. As noted above, given that 
I had no access to school performance data or test results, I am only 
able to draw on what they themselves report regarding their academic 
achievements. Notwithstanding this constraint, there are some indica-
tors of the importance of ability, given that it affects achievement. Young 
people mention academic success as well as failure in explaining their 
ambitions and plans. They also develop their interests in line with what 
they believe they can and cannot do, for example when they describe 
how they enjoy and do well in particular school subjects and how this 
has led to their plans for university. The young person in my study with 
the most clearly formed plan is probably Alina. She plays the French 
horn and has already been accepted by the music department at the uni-
versity in the city where she lives to study with them on a programme 
for young musicians who are still at school, but who are expected to pro-
gress onto the normal degree course once they have gained their Abitur. 
Alina is clearly musically talented and is sure not only that she will go 
to university, but also exactly what she will study there.
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Specific talents or interests can also lead someone to decide against 
applying to university. Samuel for example has known for some time 
that he wants to be a plumber like his father, and so he does not intend 
to pursue a more academic pathway even though his marks would 
allow this (see the more detailed discussion in Chapter 5). Other inter-
viewees also had already secured places as apprentices based on some 
particular interest, or had already started their training. Sarah for exam-
ple is training as a nurse and Yvonne is training as a nursery nurse. 
Insofar as these young people explain their non-university choices at 
all, it is usually with reference to lack of academic talent, or to interests 
which lead them elsewhere (or both). It seems, then, that at least from 
the perspective of the individual, talent and/or interest can at least 
partly explain both university and non-university aspirations. Such 
talents or interests seem to be considered by the young people to be 
necessary conditions for deciding in favour or against a particular route.

Those who have decided to apply to university, in addition to refer-
ring to interests and talents, frequently mention that they hope to have 
a good job and a degree is perceived to be helpful in achieving that. In 
England, William shows signs of rational choice-type thinking, saying 
‘Tuition fees are, I really do not understand the people that say “I won’t 
be able to afford to go to university.” Because it’s a loan, the whole rea-
son you go to university is so you can get a good job and pay back the 
loan easily.’ Saskia expresses the same view: ‘I think that in order to get 
a good job that you have to go to university now. I don’t think you’d, 
it’s definitely not highly thought of in the job industry if you haven’t 
gone to university and pursued a degree.’ Or Denise: ‘I think you have 
a lot more opportunities if you’re a graduate than if not.’ In Germany, 
Sibel’s route to the Gymnasium she now attends was not straightfor-
ward, and she says that now she has managed to get there and is on her 
way to gaining the Abitur, she certainly wants to go to university so as 
not to waste the effort but also because she wants a good job: ‘Also ich 
will halt schon, ja einen guten Job haben später mal und ja, ich könnte 
mir das noch nicht vorstellen, eine Ausbildung zu machen.’ [Well, I do 
want, well, have a good job later on and, yes, I couldn’t imagine doing 
an apprenticeship.]

7.4 Conclusion

In this chapter, I have used theory to develop explanations of individual 
cases’ outcomes, but also to draw more general conclusions based on the 
insights from the cases I have analysed. The young people themselves 
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are not necessarily aware of the broader social processes which shape 
their preferences and their decision-making. To detect such patterns, 
both the QCA analyses for both countries and the analysis of interview 
data have been useful, as well as having theories to draw on which 
can provide potential explanatory mechanisms. Key theories here were 
rational action theory (RAT) (Boudon, 1974, Breen & Goldthorpe, 1997, 
Goldthorpe, 1996b) and Bourdieu’s habitus concept (Bourdieu, 1977, 
Bourdieu & Passeron, 1979). I also considered specific properties of the 
educational system of the country the young people live in as potential 
influences shaping their expectations and preferences regarding their 
future educational careers.

While the young people themselves often explained their preferred 
educational pathways, whether these involved higher education or not, 
mainly in terms of their own talents and interests, many also engaged 
in some form of rational cost-benefit analysis in explaining how they 
came to aim for a particular educational career, explaining their prefer-
ence for a degree by reference to a better job they hope to be able to 
obtain. I discussed the cases of William, Saskia and Sibel as examples of 
young people who engaged in such reasoning.

As noted above, a family’s habitus defines what is considered normal 
for a young person, and it can impact on how well they fit in with the 
school’s and education system’s expectations and requirements. In this 
chapter, I showed that habitus does indeed appear to have some impor-
tance since some young people refer to what is normal in their families 
in explaining their preferences and decisions. The preference may be 
expressed for a particular job or profession, in which case the decision 
for an educational pathway follows from what is required for this cho-
sen career, or it may be for a particular form of education, usually higher 
education, without yet having a wish for any specific occupation. This 
applied both to young people who did and did not wish to go to uni-
versity. Cases I discussed where habitus seemed to have this role include 
Samuel who wishes to follow in his father’s footsteps and to become a 
plumber, and Charlotte, Kalvinder, Philippa and Georgia from England 
and Anna, Alina and Julia from Germany who all consider a university 
career the normal thing to expect, whether or not they already have a 
particular occupation in mind. We saw that, for those expecting to go 
to university, a configuration of factors comprising home background, 
school ethos (or institutional habitus, Reay, David, et al., 2001), and 
individual talents and ambitions are conducive to developing these 
expectations. Habitus is not simply the presence or absence of some 
individual factor alone, but their combination.
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Given the nature of what I have found, it might be better to conceive 
of habitus as constraining and enabling rather than determining. Lizardo 
(2009), for example, argues that the habitus concept is not inherently 
deterministic. While habitus clearly is important for many young 
people’s educational careers, including those discussed in the previous 
paragraph, I have also shown that others follow alternative routes to 
those that might have been expected given their families’ habitus. This 
applies to cases such as Marcus or Ludwig who may not go to university, 
contrary to what is largely the norm in their families, but also to all those 
cases who do aspire to go to university despite there being no such his-
tory in their families and wider social networks.

We have seen that mutually reinforcing processes are often behind the 
observed trajectories and outcomes. For example, children from privi-
leged social backgrounds tend to attend academically oriented schools 
with a high social class composition – either because their attainment 
is high enough to be admitted to a selective school, or because their 
parents make a special effort for them to gain access to an academically 
oriented school, or both – and they experience teachers and peers there 
for whom the normal expectation is to stay in education beyond the 
minimum leaving age and to aspire to university as a matter of course. 
This expectation matches their parents’ and extended families’ as part 
of a mutually reinforcing process.

Young people are aware that other ways of life exist than that they 
experience at home and at school, but this is often not very clear, as is 
evident in Harry’s reply to the question why he thought people went to 
university, something he has ruled out for himself. (‘I’m not sure, cos 
you get a place to stay, socialise, dunno, get a really good education. 
Hmm, not sure’). Instead, they take their lead from what family, friends 
and peers are doing or are planning to do. All the four girls in the sec-
ondary modern school in Kent I interviewed intend to study ‘hair and 
beauty’ or do an apprenticeship as hairdressers, for example.

In the face of such mutually reinforcing processes, it is possible to 
draw plausible conclusions which are applicable more generally and 
not just to the specific cases included in the study. It is more difficult 
to come to such conclusions when there is a mismatch between an 
individual, his or her home background, and/or the school, as in cases 
such as Alexandra from a working-class family with no experience of 
higher education who achieves highly herself and who is almost certain 
to go to university, Marcus whose background is unusual compared 
with most of his peers in the secondary modern school, or Deborah 
who did not feel welcome in her selective, private school. I did suggest 
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some general lessons to be learnt from such cases: individual interests 
may be stronger than home and/or school influences, and some schools 
can help overcome potential disadvantages experienced in the home. 
However, open questions remain and I will revisit and expand accounts 
of some of the cases where there is some sort of mismatch in the next 
chapter which develops explanations of individual cases’ pathways and 
outcomes in greater detail. 
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8
Using In-Depth Case Studies 
to Explore Causal Mechanisms 
in Detail

In the previous three chapters, I drew on relevant explanatory theories 
to explain those patterns in the data that had been established via 
Qualitative Comparative Analysis (QCA). I also employed in-depth 
analyses of my cases to confirm and refine these theories. After initially 
introducing some details of the individual cases, I then moved to use 
these cases to draw more general conclusions regarding factors and 
potential underlying mechanisms that may have led to their outcomes. 
My goal here, in other words, was a theoretical one. In this chapter, 
the focus is instead on explaining individual cases’ trajectories and 
outcomes rather than using cases to develop general theory. As well as 
being motivated by a substantive interest in explaining particular cases 
from my study, the purpose of this chapter is to illustrate, in describ-
ing my own approach, how such explanations may be undertaken. 
Thus, the focus now is on ‘explaining’ rather than on ‘theorizing’ 
(Hammersley, 2012), as I discussed in Chapter 2. I will use some of the 
same case studies I used in Chapters 5–7, but also additional ones.

To explain these individual cases’ educational pathways and out-
comes, I draw on existing theory and combine this with my knowledge 
of factors covered by the theory and knowledge of additional, specific 
factors characterising a particular case. Lieberson’s (1997, p. 376, 
Lieberson & Silverman, 1965) suggestion that we combine ‘underlying 
causal conditions’ and ‘immediate precipitants’ in the explanation of 
specific events is useful here. He uses it in the context of explaining 
the occurrence of race riots, where underlying causal conditions make a 
riot more or less likely, while immediate precipitants are events which 
act as triggers of a riot. While these ideas are not directly transferable 
to my context (not least because race riots are relatively rare events, 
unlike most educational outcomes), they are nevertheless very helpful 
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when the aim is to explain individual outcomes. Underlying causal 
conditions in my study are the individual and social background fac-
tors discussed in the previous chapters, that is, type of school system 
and type of school (academically selective or not, as well school’s social 
composition), parental social class and education, and cognitive ability 
as indicated by the recommendation (for Germany) and prior academic 
achievement shown in the key stage 2 test (for England). Knowledge 
of the constellation of these factors helps predict for an individual case 
whether certain outcomes will be more or less likely. Immediate precipi-
tants then are the presence or absence of events or idiosyncrasies which 
lead to an individual’s either following the expected path and gaining 
the outcome, or deviating from this path. Timing can be important 
here: an event occurring immediately prior to some transition or deci-
sion point often has more potential to impact on the future career than 
one that falls outside a critical period. The reason I also explicitly refer 
to absence of events is that, for many, it is the lack of disturbing events 
that allows whatever is the normal course or pathway in their configu-
rational context to proceed smoothly.

The immediate precipitants can be events that are the result of chance 
or contingency, as described, for example, by Bandura (1982) and 
Becker (1994). Becker, while not using Lieberson’s language of immedi-
ate precipitants and underlying causal conditions, employs a similar 
model in his account of how chance encounters or events can trigger a 
certain outcome or change in trajectory. Again, whether this outcome 
or change actually occurs depends at least partly on certain precondi-
tions being in place.

Lieberson (1997) argues that a probabilistic model of causation is 
helpful in explaining outcomes in the social sciences even if the under-
lying world is thought to be deterministic (see also Chapter 2). This is 
because there are usually so many potential influences on an outcome 
or process that it is impossible to take account of them all. Given this 
situation, a probabilistic model can provide a useful approximation. In 
addition, some factors in the world will actually be operating randomly. 
But any such randomness takes place within constraints and the effects 
the random factors or events can have usually depend on the context. 
Lieberson gives the example of admissions policies for highly selective 
universities. The most highly able and distinguished candidates are 
almost certain to be offered a place, and the least able ones are almost 
certain to be rejected, but for those who do not fall into either of these 
categories, chance will have some effect on whether or not they are 
selected for a place. This is because the criteria and the preferences 
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of the selecting committee may vary slightly from time to time, for 
example.1 Thus, it is easier to predict outcomes for very obviously quali-
fied candidates and for very obviously unsuitable ones, but for those 
who, say, fulfil the formal admissions criteria but otherwise have no 
clearly distinguishing qualities, this is much harder.

Another angle on the issue of preconditions and precipitating events 
is illustrated by Lieberson’s account of what may have caused the First 
World War. The trigger commonly cited by historians is the assassination 
of the Austrian heir to the throne in Sarajevo in June 1914. To answer 
the question of whether this is indeed a causal event, Lieberson notes:

We can ask ourselves unknowable questions, but they help illustrate 
the point. Would the war have occurred anyway, even without the 
assassination? Would the assassination have had the same effect if 
it had occurred three years earlier? I have no idea. But think of the 
models each of these questions involve. If the war would probably 
have occurred anyway even without the assassination (shooting 
someone is no different than a penalty kick in soccer or a field goal 
attempt in football – you do not always succeed), this means the 
conditions had reached a point where a wide variety of events would 
trigger the war – it would be an accident waiting to happen. If that 
is the case, then we are interested less in the assassination and more 
in the condition which generates such a state in which a variety of 
random events will almost lead to the same outcome. If, on the other 
hand, the assassination is a critical event, we need to know what 
the probability would have been for the same consequence with an 
earlier assassination. In other words, the influence of a given inde-
pendent variable is not constant, but depends on its timing. And its 
timing is presumably at least in part a random event, i.e., not totally 
correlated with other political events. (Lieberson, 1998, p. 142)

Educational outcomes can be the result of factors such as social back-
ground and individual ability and motivation, in the sense that these 
reflect causal mechanisms which make particular outcomes likely. 
However, as in the example of admissions to selective institutions 
above, it is worth noting that such factors cannot perfectly predict an 
outcome and specific events or experiences can trigger an outcome or 
a decision. Lieberson’s ‘accident waiting to happen’ here, for example, 
can be a young person’s situation where both parents have degrees and 
work in graduate level jobs, the young person is cognitively highly able, 
academically motivated and has received appropriate schooling. In such 
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a situation, the young person’s wish to attend university is an outcome 
which would seem very likely (like an accident waiting to happen). It 
could also be described as overdetermined (for my use of this term, see 
Chapters 5 and 6). For other cases, chance events and/or specific trig-
gers are likely to be of greater importance. For example, for a cognitively 
highly able young person from a working-class background where both 
parents hold only basic qualifications, the role of a particular teacher 
or being a member of a particular peer group may be of much greater 
importance in encouraging or discouraging university aspirations than 
in the hypothetical ‘overdetermined’ case. Rutter describes such an 
event or experience as having the ‘opportunity to make a difference’ 
(Rutter, 1996, p. 612, emphasis in the original). This is more likely to 
be the case if other experiences and factors are likely to work against 
the outcome (though obviously not so strongly so as to make the event 
irrelevant). As is evident in Lieberson’s quote above, the timing can 
be important here, an idea which is also discussed by Shanahan et al. 
(2000), along with the importance of factors such as frequency of events 
and duration of a situation (see also Rutter, 1996).

I now apply these considerations to my aim of explaining indi-
vidual cases’ outcomes. To do so, I will begin by briefly revisiting 
typical cases, or cases where the outcome is overdetermined with regard 
to the constellation of potentially causal factors, in order to show 
that there is less possibility for contingency or unexpected events to 
have a significant impact on these individuals’ educational pathways. 
The greater part of the discussion will then be devoted to cases where 
there is this possibility, cases whose educational pathway is unexpected 
in some way. Unexpected pathways here mean that potentially causal 
factors and outcome do not appear to match, either because we find 
a seemingly favourable factor or configuration of factors coupled with 
a less favourable outcome, or a combination of unfavourable factors 
coupled with a positive outcome. There is some overlap with cases 
I have described as deviant and inconclusive in Chapters 5–7, but here, 
as well exploring the cases in more depth, I also focus on a greater vari-
ety of outcomes. Some of the cases that I previously discussed under 
the label ‘deviant’ appear again in this chapter as ‘unexpected’, but, in 
addition, some of those I will discuss in this chapter as ‘unexpected’ 
I had previously labelled ‘inconclusive’. This is because, while they 
may have been ‘inconclusive’ in relation to the QCA and truth table 
analyses, there are theoretical expectations that would have seemed 
to make a different outcome more likely than the observed outcome, 
as I will show.



Exploring Mechanisms via In-Depth Case Studies 149

8.1 Overdetermined outcomes

For the cases I describe under this heading, it is not necessary to look 
for explanations for their educational outcomes beyond the families of 
origin and school environment because their experiences fit a pattern 
we expect to find based on sociological knowledge of the underlying 
mechanisms. I have already discussed some of these cases under the 
heading of ‘typical’ in the previous chapters, so I will not repeat what 
I have said there. However, it is worth examining more closely some of 
the accounts of what happened at the key transition point of choosing a 
secondary school. I begin by discussing three cases (Vera, Zoe and Amy) 
who did not appear in Chapters 5 and 6 as ‘typical’ because the out-
comes I studied there were, for the German cases, being in Gymnasium 
and, for the English cases, intending to go to university, but these aca-
demic pathways are not ‘typical’ outcomes for cases such as these three, 
as will be seen.

Vera in Germany is from a family where both parents have low quali-
fications and working-class jobs. She received a recommendation for the 
Realschule, but her primary teacher informally suggested to her parents 
that she might be better off in a Hauptschule, and since her sister also 
went there, she and her parents were happy to accept this piece of 
advice. While she herself doesn’t comment on her family’s background 
in relation to this decision (neither spontaneously nor on prompting), 
it is possible to fill in the gaps, as it were, and use existing sociological 
knowledge of typical processes and the role of social background in 
educational decision-making to get some idea of why a family would 
choose Hauptschule, a route presumably perceived as less risky and 
more familiar than the Realschule, even though a Realschulabschluss 
would offer better opportunities later on. In England, we find similar 
cases in Zoe and Amy who live in Kent but did not even attempt to take 
the eleven plus which, if they had passed it, would have given them the 
opportunity to attend a grammar school. Neither their parents nor their 
teachers in primary school seem to have argued very strongly that they 
should take the test. Zoe doesn’t know much about her parents’ educa-
tional careers, but it seems that they left school with no or with mini-
mal qualifications, and she also hints at health and/or mental health 
problems. Her father works as a porter, her mother has never worked, 
as far as Zoe knows. Her parents are separated and she lives with her 
father, but sees her mother regularly. Again, it is not hard to see how a 
lack of educational experience in her family may have contributed to 
the lack of interest in possible grammar school entry for Zoe. This is 
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possibly coupled with not very high academic ability. While I do not 
have any independent evidence of Zoe’s level of ability, she says about 
herself: ‘I’m not that smart’ when explaining why she does not wish to 
go to university. Vera, Amy and Zoe all intend to leave school with some 
qualifications and to enter occupations such as hairdressing or interior 
decorating.

These are just three examples of cases where a lack of educational 
credentials in the family coupled with working-class occupational expe-
rience and no obvious signs of a high level of academic ability seem 
sufficient to explain educational decisions to follow routes which are 
unlikely to lead to high qualifications. At the opposite end of the scale, 
we find young people who aspire to study at university, and whose 
family background and educational experience to date seem to offer 
a straightforward explanation of such an aspiration. Again, it is worth 
exploring key transitional points, and I will do so for two cases I have 
already discussed as ‘typical’ in Chapter 6 (Charlotte and Philippa). For 
Charlotte, who attends an independent, selective school in England, 
the only other option she considered at the end of primary school 
was a different independent school. She and her parents ruled out her 
attending a state school because they lived too far from a ‘good’ state 
school. Both parents hold degrees; her father is a solicitor, her mother is 
a science teacher at Charlotte’s school. Philippa’s parents also both hold 
degrees; her father works as a medical physicist, her mother is a teacher. 
Since she lives in Kent, she had the option of attending an academically 
selective secondary school via passing the eleven plus, which is what 
she did. The way she talks about this transition to secondary school 
makes it clear that both she and her family as well as teachers and 
friends expected her to go on to grammar school, presumably because 
of her ability, but also because this was clearly the ‘normal’ thing for 
someone like her to do: ‘most people expected me to go to a gram-
mar school anyway.[…], like the teachers and friends and stuff.’ When 
asked why she thought people expected this, she referred to her ability: 
‘Because I’ve always been quite clever.’ Her sister already attended her 
grammar school when Philippa took the eleven plus.

Thus, it seems to be the case, that, as I said at the beginning of this 
section, the cases under this heading may be explained satisfactorily 
by referring to the configurations of social background and individual 
factors, and that it is not necessary to look beyond family and school 
experiences. It is of course possible that the young people described here 
did experience specific life events or situations which in principle might 
have had the potential to change their pathways and outcomes, but the 



Exploring Mechanisms via In-Depth Case Studies 151

young people did not think to mention such experiences because no 
such change actually did take place.

8.2 Unexpected constellations and the role of contingency

In this section, I draw on the ideas concerning contingency and chance 
described in the introductory section to this chapter, showing how 
chance interacts with configurations of background factors to produce 
particular pathways and outcomes in selected cases. I focus on cases 
where there is some unexpected element in their particular constella-
tion and outcomes are less easily predicted than in the cases discussed 
in the previous section since contingency has more scope to be of 
importance here, in other words, as noted above, it has an ‘opportunity 
to make a difference’ (Rutter, 1996, p. 612, emphasis in the original). 
I will conduct thought experiments to analyse the role of the contin-
gent event or situation in question, drawing on relevant comparison 
cases where possible. The rationale for such counterfactual reasoning2 is 
that using additional insights wherever possible to show that some life 
event or particular situation is indeed the cause of some outcome can 
serve to strengthen the case for a particular explanation of a potential 
causal mechanism. For example, if someone unexpectedly does not 
obtain some outcome, then a comparison with another case or other 
cases which are as similar as possible in as many ways as possible but 
which do obtain the outcome can point to the one factor, event or con-
stellation of factors which led to the unexpected lack of the outcome. 
Lieberson (1998) uses such counterfactual reasoning in trying to deter-
mine whether the assassination of the Archduke of Austria was indeed a 
trigger for the First World War, whether other triggers could have played 
the same part, and, if not, whether the assassination was only able to act 
as a trigger at this particular point in time, given the particular constel-
lation of factors (see quote above).

I begin by discussing cases where an unfavourable configuration of 
factors is coupled with a positive outcome, followed by cases where a 
favourable factor or configuration of factors is coupled with an unex-
pectedly low educational outcome.

8.2.1 Unfavourable factors and positive outcome

The first set of cases I discuss in this section are those with the unex-
pectedly positive outcome of Gymnasium attendance aged 17, not-
withstanding that we should not have expected this theoretically, 
given their social background of no parental Abitur combined with 
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no parental service class occupation. While Germany’s academically 
selective secondary school system is likely to be detrimental to some 
children, it can be particularly beneficial to those from such a family 
where there is no experience of higher education or service class occu-
pations provided they are cognitively highly able and can therefore 
gain sponsorship via a selective school. This applies to various cases 
in my interview sample (Diana, Jessica, Magdalena, Marina, Marko, 
Sebastian), and I will discuss Marko in some detail by way of example. 
The Gymnasium recommendation came as no surprise to him given his 
good performance throughout primary school. His academic ability is 
also evident, for example, in the fact that he always gains top marks in 
science subjects without having to study at home, or his physics teacher’s 
suggestion that he move to a school for people with a special gift for 
physics. His mother is a hairdresser, his stepfather works as a carer in 
a sheltered workshop. His father – whom he is in contact with – last 
worked as a construction worker, but currently does not work because 
of ill health. There is no one in Marko’s family or among his family 
friends he can talk to about studying at university. However, he seems 
to know whom to approach and what to ask regarding how to apply to 
university, what to apply for, and what possible career routes there are, 
in particular talking to teachers, but also others such as a client of his 
mother’s. He spends a lot of time away from home, taking part in activi-
ties such as volleyball, extracurricular Spanish and drama, and running 
a youth group for the church. He is very aware of the difference between 
himself and some of the other pupils at his schools with regard to sup-
port from home and money (or lack of it), but does not seem to feel 
particularly aggrieved about this. If anything, he stresses that he thinks 
of himself as much more independent and capable of organising his 
everyday life than ‘rich’ children who, unlike him, do not have to help 
out at home, who get driven to school, and who have never earned 
their own money, something he does for example by tutoring other 
pupils or delivering leaflets. This is how he describes a rich classmate’s 
life compared with his:

Der hat schon vor Ewigkeiten ein iPhone gehabt, wo es noch ganz 
neu war und richtig teuer. Und der spielt Golf und trägt Tommy 
Hilfiger. OK, das tragen viele jetzt grad, aber der ist halt schon 
ziemlich …, der wird jeden Tag in die Schule gefahren und abgeholt. 
[…] ich kenn ihn jetzt nicht gut genug, aber wenn ich jetzt denk, 
dass der mal später im Leben selber bügeln muss oder irgendwie so 
was, der kriegt das ja nicht auf die Reihe. Die haben eine Putzfrau 
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daheim, der muss sein Zimmer nicht selber aufräumen. Ah ja, wenn 
ich denk, meine Mutter ist selten daheim, früher schon, bevor mein 
Stiefvater, also bevor die zusammen waren, da war ich ja fast immer 
allein nach der Schule, hab ich alles selber gekocht und mit der Zeit 
kriegt man es rein. Bügeln tu ich eigentlich schon immer selber.’ [‘He 
already had an iPhone ages ago when they were still new and really 
expensive. And he plays golf and wears Tommy Hilfiger. OK, lots of 
people wear that now, but he is quite …, he is driven to school every 
day and gets picked up again. […] I don’t know him well enough, but if 
I imagine that he’ll have to do his own ironing later in life or anything 
like that, he won’t manage it. They have a cleaner at home, he doesn’t 
have to tidy his own room. And if I think, my mother is hardly ever 
at home, already I used to, before my stepfather, so before they were 
together, I was almost always by myself after school, cooked every-
thing and with time you work it out. I’ve always done my own ironing.

A relevant thought experiment here is to imagine that Marko lived in 
England instead of Germany with its selective secondary school system. 
It seems plausible that whether someone like him living in England 
would succeed academically would depend much more on whether 
he or she happened to live in the catchment area of a ‘good’ school 
such as the voluntary aided comprehensive or the comprehensive with 
sixth form some of my interviewees attend, or whether their default 
secondary school would be one such as the small comprehensive with-
out a sixth form. Indeed, as I have shown in the previous chapter, the 
evidence bears this out: while young people in either of the first two 
schools mostly wish to gain A-levels and attend university, regardless 
of their social background, none of those whose social background 
is comparable to Marko’s who attended the small comprehensive 
without sixth form developed such ambitions. For many individuals, 
school type clearly matters. In Germany, for someone like Marko who 
is considered academically able enough to attend the Gymnasium, 
place of residence matters much less given that there will always be a 
Gymnasium within reach, so the type of secondary school is not deter-
mined by place of residence as much as academic ability in primary 
school (which, as we know, is itself not completely independent of 
social background, of course, but this is another matter). Marko’s aca-
demic ability had the ‘opportunity to make a difference’ (Rutter, 1996) 
because he happened to live in a part of the world where academically 
selective schools offer sponsorship (Turner, 1960) to those considered 
suitable for entering them.
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However, as I suggested in Chapter 7, certain comprehensive schools 
in England may act as sponsors for those lucky enough to live nearby. 
Obviously, this is not purely luck: some parents make an active effort to 
live near a ‘good’ school, and/or have other ways of ensuring that their 
children attend those. But my focus here is on cases where parents do 
not make such an effort, and where they live really is a matter of luck. 
Alexandra (previously discussed in Sections 6.5 and 7.3.3) is a case in 
point. Her social class background is similar to Marko’s. Like him, she 
attends an academically oriented school (the comprehensive with sixth 
form), and she is planning to attend university to study medicine, hop-
ing, incidentally, that she will be able to gain a scholarship to attend the 
sixth form at a local independent academically selective school instead 
of her current comprehensive school. Arguably, as with her university 
aspirations, it seems possible that it would not have occurred to her to 
aim to attend such a school if the secondary school she attended ini-
tially had not been so academically oriented.

I now turn to a rather different type of outcome. Throughout this 
book, I mostly discuss outcomes that are a sign of academic success, 
such as attending Gymnasium and expecting to go to university. 
However, it is worth bearing in mind that for a significant number of 
young people, university aspirations are out of reach and it may be con-
sidered an achievement – indeed, an unexpected outcome – merely to 
stay in education and to gain some qualifications. I shall briefly describe 
two such cases (Duncan and Katja), with the aim of identifying some 
factor or configuration of factors which contributed to their staying 
on in school. They may be characterised, briefly, by a configuration of 
factors comprising parental non-service class occupations, a broken 
home, attending a non-academic type of secondary school, and behav-
iour problems especially in the earlier part of secondary schooling. 
Despite this set of problematic factors, they have obtained the unlikely 
outcome of completing or being about to complete secondary schooling 
with some qualifications.

Duncan (see also Chapter 6) attends the comprehensive without 
sixth form. His mother was permanently excluded from school when 
she was 14 years old. His father left the family when Duncan was born, 
and he lives with his mother, an older stepbrother and a younger half-
brother. His maternal grandfather left school at 14 to work in the mines. 
Duncan himself was temporarily excluded from school numerous times 
and, for most of his time in secondary school, was on the verge of 
being excluded permanently, but things had become much better by 
his current year 11, according to him. Asked what it was that helped 
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him turn things around, he points to a friend’s experience: ‘And then 
I think, I think the last time that I got excluded I just, I went over the 
top. Me and Gordon, like he went absolutely mental, he got permanent 
[exclusion], but we went mental together, but like I think when he got 
permanent I just realised that I really don’t wanna be like that. I just, 
I just don’t wanna get excluded to be honest, like I’ve just had enough 
of it. Like I know for a fact that I’m on me last chance now and if I get 
excluded again then that would be it for me and like it’s really too late 
to find a new school, innit.’ In addition to this realisation triggered by 
the incident with his friend, two people seem to have been crucial in 
supporting him and strengthening his resolve to stay in school now. 
One is his grandfather (the one mentioned above): ‘I’ve been kicked 
out a few times, but like, since like I dunno, I think it’s probably like 
something me granddad’s said to us. Cos like me granddad’s been 
like the most supportive since I was little, he’s been like the one person 
I’ve just really wanted to make happy with all of me qualifications and 
that. I think I’m just doing it for him to be honest.’ The thought of work-
ing in the mines3 from the age of 14 like his grandfather horrifies him 
and this seems to have been contributing to his wish to finish school 
and gain some qualifications. It is clear throughout the interview that 
he is close to his grandfather, and that his grandfather’s experience has 
affected him. The other person is one particular teacher who apparently 
did everything he could to keep him in the school: ‘Mr Harris he’s a star 
really. He’s definitely been there since I was in year 7. He’s excluded so 
many people he’s told me that, even all the teachers have said, “Do you 
know how hard Mr Harris has been trying to keep you in this school?” 
He’s like really canny, you can get on with him really well. He goes to 
me “I don’t really say this often, right, but when I exclude someone 
I don’t really think about it. Like if I excluded you I think you’re like 
one of the only students that I would miss”. Champion. Yeah, so I think 
like that person has been trying really hard to keep us in.’ While he is 
not out of the woods yet – he still has to pass some exams and take up 
his place at a further education college – it seems that these three fac-
tors, the incident with his friend, his grandfather’s experience and his 
teacher’s support, have contributed to keeping him in school.

The second case I wish to discuss is that of Katja. She currently 
attends year 10 of a Hauptschule scheme which will allow her to gain a 
Realschulabschluss (that is, the intermediate qualification which is formally 
sufficient for any form of apprenticeship), since her Hauptschulabschluss 
qualification was good enough for her to be admitted to this scheme. 
She had a troubled upbringing in various respects: her mother moved to 
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Germany from Russia, though Katja herself was born in Germany. Her 
father died when she was one year old. Katja lives with her mother, but 
very unhappily, as she does not get on with her. She describes herself as 
having been an aggressive child, not having any friends in primary school 
and falling out with teachers. From the age of 12, she stayed out until mid-
night occasionally, hanging out with friends who had gone off the rails, 
were truanting and were taking drugs. She came to close to taking drugs 
herself, but this was when she decided to put a stop to things. Asked about 
how she managed to achieve this, she is not really sure: ‘Ich weiß es nicht, 
ich hab gedacht, so weit muss ich nicht sinken. Ich hab schon geraucht 
und das hat mir gereicht. Dann hab ich gesagt, mehr muss, ich muss mir 
nicht noch mehr kaputt machen und nachdem ich mich da irgendwie ja, 
nachdem ich da raus bin, hat mich mein Trainer dann aufgebaut.’ [I don’t 
know, I thought I don’t have to sink as low as this. I was smoking in any 
case and that was enough already. Then I said to myself, I shouldn’t mess 
things up any more, and after I somehow, well, after I got out of this, my 
coach then supported me.] This is her table tennis coach, and he appears 
to be an important figure in her life, acting as a mentor and also supply-
ing her with a surrogate family. As well as enjoying the sport itself and 
the sense of community in the table tennis club, she spends more time at 
her coach’s house than at home, helping out round the house as well as 
with his business which is in insurance. The latter led to her developing 
an interest in insurance as a possible occupation, and she is currently try-
ing to get an apprenticeship in this field. Her other idea for a career is to 
join the criminal investigation department (Kriminalpolizei). This came 
about because a friend of hers was murdered not long ago and she and 
other friends were interviewed as witnesses by the police, clearly a chance 
event which had the effect of broadening her ideas for a possible career. 
Apparently one of the police officers suggested that she might do well as 
a police officer, making her waver between this as a possible career and 
insurance. However, all these plans depend to some extent on how well 
she does in her current year 10 which she finds more of a struggle than 
the previous Hauptschule, but she is determined to work hard, having 
asked her mother to pay for extra tuition to help her improve her marks. 
Like Duncan, then, she is not yet clearly on track for sufficient qualifica-
tions and a settled career, but she does seem to have managed to turn her 
life around following the difficult childhood years.

It is tempting to conclude that I have identified the specific triggers 
that helped move these two young people towards gaining the unex-
pected outcome of successfully completing secondary education: for 
Duncan, it would be that his grandfather and the teacher he mentions 
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coupled with the final event of his friend being excluded for good led to 
his resolve to make an effort to stay on and gain some qualifications and 
an apprenticeship, and for Katja that it was the supportive influence her 
coach had in her life. However, it is difficult to draw any firm causal con-
clusions when explaining individual cases. A more modest claim would 
be that both of them had the potential for staying in – or rather returning 
to becoming committed to – education despite the difficult circumstances 
of their growing up and early secondary schooling, but they needed some 
specific trigger (in the form of an event or a particular person’s influence) 
such as those mentioned. However, other triggers could potentially have 
fulfilled the same role, as in Lieberson’s (1998) discussion of what caused 
the First World War. Staying on in school, for both of them, may have 
been ‘an accident waiting to happen’, and the precise nature of the trigger 
may then have been less important. Put differently, given Duncan’s and 
Katja’s potential, these triggers had the opportunity to make a difference, 
to use Rutter’s (1996) phrase again. However, it is also worth emphasising 
again that there is no guarantee that these two will not have difficulties 
staying on track again later, especially if they were to encounter adverse 
circumstances such as not gaining a place for training in their desired 
occupations, a spell of unemployment, personal problems or similar.

8.2.2 Favourable factors and unexpectedly low educational 
outcome

The cases in this section contrast with those I discussed in the previous 
section in the sense that they combine (seemingly) favourable factors 
with an unexpectedly low educational outcome.

The unexpected element in Julia’s case is that she did not obtain a 
recommendation for the Gymnasium despite the fact that both her 
parents hold degrees and both are in the service class. She had a rec-
ommendation for the Realschule instead. This is unusual: among the 
790 Socio-Economic Panel (SOEP) cases, 92 have Julia’s constellation 
of parental education and class, and only 11 (12 per cent) of them did 
not receive a recommendation for the Gymnasium. The most obvi-
ous explanation here is the fact that Julia emigrated to Germany from 
Russia at the age of ten, and her German at the time of the recommen-
dation was not good enough for a Gymnasium recommendation. This 
is indeed the explanation Julia herself gives: ‘Damals war ich erst seit 
zwei Jahren in Deutschland und meine Sprachkenntnisse waren auch 
nicht so toll.’ [I had only been in Germany for two years at the time, 
and my language skills weren’t that great, either.] To corroborate this 
subjective account, the first obvious check is a comparison with young 
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people from a comparable social background. Julia’s explanation seems 
plausible because, given the high proportion of cases from her back-
ground receiving the recommendation, some external force seems likely 
to be required to explain exceptions, and lack of language proficiency 
fits this. In addition, it would be useful to compare her history with that 
of a similar young person in terms of social background who had immi-
grated at an earlier age, but there is no one in the sample. The closest 
comparison case is Roman who, unlike Julia, does not have a parent in 
the service class, but whose parents, like hers, do hold the equivalent 
of the Abitur. This family emigrated from Poland before Roman was 
born, which meant that all his schooling took place in Germany and his 
language skills were on a par with those of someone of German origin, 
and he duly received a recommendation for the Gymnasium. Looking 
to England, there are two cases of young people whose parents were 
immigrants and who come from a similar social background as Julia. 
Kalvinder’s parents came to England from Pakistan before she was born, 
and so did William’s from Russia. Both followed educational pathways 
indistinguishable from those of English young people from similar back-
grounds, Kalvinder going to an academically selective private school 
and William to an oversubscribed voluntary aided comprehensive. 
Obviously, the English system does not lend itself to an immediate 
comparison with the tripartite German system, but the experience of 
these second generation immigrants is relevant to explaining Julia’s case. 
A final check is Julia’s own subsequent educational pathway: she entered 
a Gesamtschule instead of a Realschule on the grounds that the Abitur 
was on offer at this school and her mother in particular was keen for 
her to have this opportunity. Indeed, she was on the pathway to Abitur 
at the time of the interview, showing many of the characteristics young 
people of her social background show in terms of habitus and reason-
ing about educational decisions. Taken together, these various forms of 
evidence do suggest that it is indeed her immigration experience which 
prevented her from obtaining the recommendation for the Gymnasium 
straight away. The existence of a Gesamtschule where she lives was 
probably helpful in keeping her on track for the Abitur, but it seems 
likely that this would not have been essential. Given her parents’ social 
and educational background, she would have been likely to obtain her 
Abitur, even if this would have involved a slightly less straightforward 
route such as attending a Realschule to begin with and then, through 
hard work and adequate performance, moving to a Gymnasium later on.

A similar case is Aynur who came to Germany from Turkey as a 
child. Again, the unexpected element is her not having obtained a 
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recommendation for the Gymnasium despite having parents with a 
favourable social background (father’s service class occupation and both 
parents’ Abitur). The main difference from Julia is that her parents do 
not hold degrees, merely the Turkish equivalent of the Abitur, and that 
she actually spent all her schooling in Germany. Nevertheless, like Julia, 
her lack of German at the time is the reason she gives for having received 
a recommendation for the Hauptschule initially. She then entered 
the same Gesamtschule as Julia, and, like her, is on the Gymnasium 
track within the Gesamtschule. It seems plausible therefore that it was 
indeed her lack of language skills that prevented her from entering a 
Gymnasium straight after primary school. It is worth noting that she 
speaks Kurdish (and sometimes Turkish) with her parents and German 
with her siblings, though presumably when she was younger, she spoke 
Kurdish with her siblings, too. The existence of a Gesamtschule is likely 
to have been beneficial for her, too, especially given the fact that she 
merely had a recommendation for Hauptschule, since it is relatively 
common to move up from the Realschule to a Gymnasium, but com-
paratively rare to achieve this after attending Hauptschule initially.

The unexpected outcome for Peter is that he attended a Hauptschule 
despite having received a Gymnasium recommendation. In his case, a 
specific negative event can be identified as trigger. He grew up with his 
mother, his father having left her while she was pregnant. However, he 
was very close to his uncle who lived next door and was a ‘father figure’ 
(his words) to him. This uncle died around the time when the decision 
for a secondary school had to be made, and Peter – with his mother’s 
support – decided to go to Hauptschule even though he had received 
a recommendation for the Gymnasium, on the grounds that the 
Hauptschule was part of the same school as his primary school and he 
wanted as little change as possible during this difficult time. His cousin, 
the uncle’s daughter, made the same decision at the time. At the time 
of the interview, Peter was attending a Gymnasium, having taken the 
extra year 10 after doing well in Hauptschule, so it might be said that 
his earlier decision did not in the end prevent him from getting on 
track for the Abitur. However, this was an uncertain path to take – not 
many pupils make the transition from Hauptschule to Gymnasium (his 
cousin for example had lost interest in the Gymnasium by the time she 
left Hauptschule and did not even try to enter it) – and he also notes 
that he is struggling with certain subjects, especially French which is a 
completely new subject for him, and mathematics where the demands 
are much higher than at the Hauptschule. The reason for describing 
these aspects of Peter’s educational career briefly here is that I want 
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to raise, yet again, the issue of how social background and specific 
events may come together to shape an individual’s experience. Peter’s 
mother’s highest qualification is the Realschulabschluss, and she works 
as a masseuse. A thought experiment here is to consider what the effect 
of a tragic event such as that experienced by Peter would have been 
on someone from a different background, one where degrees, service 
class occupations and a Gymnasium career are the norm. It seems likely 
that given such a background, he would have entered the Gymnasium 
straight away despite his uncle’s death. For his mother, however, it 
was more important that he stayed in a familiar environment despite 
the potential risk this implied for his educational career. I do not have 
any comparison cases to draw on because tragic events such as the one 
experienced by Peter are relatively rare, so the reasoning here rests on 
the mainly theory-informed counterfactual claim of how the habitus 
in a service class family with highly educated parents usually results 
in expectations, actions and decisions leading to advanced secondary 
education for the children being the norm, regardless of any particular 
circumstances.

The last case I wish to discuss here is that of Marcus where the unex-
pected element is, again, a mismatch between family background and 
outcome (with respect to both school type attended and aspirations 
for further study). He is one of the ‘deviant’ cases in Chapter 6. The 
configuration of his social background factors is favourable, with both 
parents holding degrees (his mother has a PhD) and service class occu-
pations, but his outcomes are attending a non-academic type of school 
(a secondary modern school in Kent) and not having firm intentions of 
attending university. In some sense he could be described as being the 
opposite to Marko, discussed above. His older brother initially attended 
a prestigious independent prep school, while Marcus himself went to a 
Steiner school around the same time. His paternal grandmother did not 
approve of the Steiner system which is why she paid for Marcus’ brother 
to attend the other school. However, then ‘something happened in the 
family’, as Marcus puts it, and his brother came to the Steiner school 
with him. He explains his parents’ preference for the Steiner school by 
referring to his father’s own educational experience:

He went to [a major public school] at a young age, boarding school, 
all boys, and he didn’t see his parents at all really and that affected 
him. And he, he’s one of three brothers, he’s in the middle and he 
was the one that was picked to do well. So he was sent to [the major 
public school], two other brothers were sent to a local boarding 
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school in Oxford, and I don’t think it really worked out the way that 
Nan thought it would. Because my Dad, erm … he was very strict on 
us when he was young like his father was to him when he was young, 
and then during my early education at Steiner he kind of changed 
and just became, ‘well, it’s your life, I’ll support you in whatever you 
want to do.’ And he had various fallings out with his mum, mother 
about various things.

The Steiner school worked out well for Marcus’ brother who took 
his GCSEs there and then went on to a local grammar school to 
take A-levels, doing very well academically, according to Marcus. But 
the Steiner school was not ideal for Marcus himself once he reached the 
age of about 13, he ‘grew out of it’, as he puts it, mainly citing his inter-
est in sports as the reason for not fitting in. He was excluded from the 
school for kicking a ball ‘and I can’t be anywhere where that happens’. 
His parents supported him in his wish to attend a different school, 
and he likes his current secondary modern school a lot, not only the 
sports side of things but also the way lessons are taught. The grammar 
school would have been an option, assuming he could have passed the 
entrance exam, but he would have had to wait for three months to 
take this exam and did not want the delay, having made the decision 
to leave the Steiner school. He also describes himself as not particularly 
academically minded or interested. His intention for the sixth form is to 
do a BTEC sports course and an electronics course, ideally at his current 
school. University seems a long way off to him, and he is not at all sure 
that he would like to go, since he does not like academic work.

For some of the cases I discussed at the beginning of this section, 
such as Julia and Marko, the additional insights gained by consider-
ing the details of their life stories and educational experiences concern 
generalisable factors such as the school system and its interaction with 
cognitive ability, or an immigration experience interacting with social 
background. With Marcus, the situation is different: his particular 
trajectory seems to have been shaped by the particular constellation 
of his own individual interests and talents as well as parental histo-
ries including changes of heart and family conflict, rather than more 
general factors such as social background. He is the only one in the 
group of English interviewees who had two parents with degrees and 
in service class occupations who did not express a clear wish to attend 
university. In Germany, among cases with this configuration of paren-
tal educational and social class background, there is only Ludwig who 
is not certain as to whether he wishes to attend university, and in fact 
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his case has some parallels with Marcus. Ludwig also has experienced 
conflict in the family – in his case, a complete lack of contact with his 
educationally very ambitious father, following his parents’ divorce two 
years before the interview – and this, coupled with an interest in a non-
graduate career,4 may have produced this outcome. These individuals’ 
experiences serve to illustrate the fact that educational outcomes are 
not merely a direct product of social background and school system 
characteristics. Within these parameters, there is a considerable amount 
of scope for individual differences (including among the parents), as 
well as individuals’ experiences and ambitions, even in cases which 
appear, on the face of it, overdetermined. Achieving a high level of 
qualification is not everyone’s key aim in life, regardless of their social 
background, and occasionally this will produce slightly unexpected out-
comes. Lieberson’s (1997, p. 376, Lieberson & Silverman, 1965) notion 
of ‘immediate precipitants’ is perhaps better suited to capturing the 
underlying causal processes here than chance events: applied to Marcus, 
the factors that might be seen as immediate precipitants of his unex-
pected educational career, given his privileged family background, are 
family conflict and the disillusionment on his father’s part with a tra-
ditional academic education, and Marcus’ own non-academic interests 
and talents. For Ludwig, likewise, we find (presumably prolonged) fam-
ily conflict and a loss of contact with his educationally ambitious father.

8.3 Conclusion

In this chapter, I have used a combination of theoretical knowledge, 
knowledge of background factors in individual cases, and knowledge of 
specific life events and/or circumstances to explain outcomes, the latter 
especially in the case of outcomes that were unexpected given known 
background factors. I have aimed to illustrate that the role of chance 
and how it affects people partly depends on their particular constella-
tion of individual and social background factors, using thought experi-
ments and comparisons with other cases from the interview sample 
as sources of additional insight. However, beyond the general point 
that chance and constellation of specific factors act jointly to produce 
outcomes, it is difficult to generalise from the cases’ experiences. Some 
of the experiences or situations discussed in this chapter are relatively 
uncommon and it is therefore unlikely that they are characteristic of 
the general population. However, this is not to say that they are not 
of great importance to the individual concerned. An example is Peter’s 
loss of his father figure, something which is fairly unusual, but in his 
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case it was the one thing that had a big impact on his educational career 
(see also Rutter, 1996, pp. 616/617).

Finally, a note of caution: for most, if not all, cases, it is possible 
to create plausible accounts to explain an outcome based on existing 
information obtained through the interviews, combined with relevant 
theoretical knowledge. However, it is important to bear in mind that 
the interviewees themselves select the information they wish to share, 
and that this may be at least partly driven by a wish to give an account 
which makes sense to themselves and the interviewer. Duncan for 
example mentioned the incident with his friend as the reason for decid-
ing that he had to pull himself together in order to be able to stay in 
school, but it is hard to tell to what extent this was prompted by the 
interview process, a point we also stress in Glaesser & Cooper (2014) 
where we note that social pressure may exist on interviewees to account 
for their decisions in a ‘rational’ manner.

George and Bennett (2005) note the importance of avoiding con-
firmation bias (where the researcher only seeks evidence that fits the 
original hypothesis). I have attempted to deal with this issue by drawing 
on additional evidence and on my comparative thought experiments 
wherever suitable comparator cases were available among my inter-
viewees. However, there always remains uncertainty in such ‘historical’ 
accounts. 
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9
Summary and Conclusions

Following the detailed analyses and findings reported in the previous 
chapters, in this final chapter I summarise both substantive and metho-
dological conclusions, as well as raising some issues that might be of 
possible relevance to policymakers.

9.1 Substantive conclusions

Rational action theory (RAT) (Boudon, 1974, Breen & Goldthorpe, 1997, 
Goldthorpe, 1996b) and Bourdieu’s concepts of habitus (Bourdieu, 
1977) and cultural capital (Bourdieu, 1986) (see Chapter 4) have formed 
the theoretical background to the sociological analyses throughout this 
book. Both theories have been developed to address a range of social 
phenomena including the link between an individual’s educational 
outcome and his/her parental social class and parental education. 
RAT explains this link by referring to cost-benefit analyses that are 
undertaken with the aim of at least maintaining the family of origin’s 
social status (for example Goldthorpe, 1996b). Habitus, which refers to 
durable dispositions, is formed in the family of origin and shapes the 
ways in which decisions are made and what kind of course of action 
is considered normal or expected. Cultural capital comprises material 
and immaterial goods and values present in the family which can be 
converted into educational advantages.

Throughout this book, my aims have been, first, to describe, in a con-
junctural manner, educational pathways and outcomes, in other words, 
to ‘establish the phenomenon’ (Merton, 1987) of the link between back-
ground and outcomes, and, second, to identify generative mechanisms 
(Pawson, 1989) which generated these empirical regularities, but also 
exceptions to them. I used cross-case Qualitative Comparative Analysis 
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(QCA) analyses of large survey data sets mainly for the first task, and a 
combination of theoretical knowledge, the QCA results and within-case 
analysis, that is, the analysis of process-tracing in-depth interviews, for 
the second. The findings from the QCA analyses I undertook confirmed the 
broad theoretical expectations briefly outlined above (explained in 
detail in Chapter 4), and the in-depth interview analyses showed that 
these theories were indeed fruitful in supplying plausible explanations 
for individuals’ outcomes. The interviewees described their families 
and their school experience in ways which point to explanations of 
why they considered certain educational and occupational careers, but 
not others. At the same time, there was evidence of some cost-benefit 
analysis, but what exactly is considered to be a cost (and how high a 
cost) and a benefit (and how great a benefit) are also shaped by the 
family background as well as school environment and peer group. 
My findings serve as further confirmation of the predictions of these 
well-established theories. It is not commonly argued that the different 
theoretical strands work well together, but in my view, this approach 
captures the whole picture better than an attempt to explain these pro-
cesses by reference to one or the other theory alone.

I hope to have contributed to theoretical development by showing that 
the joint presence of many advantageous factors is the surest route to 
educational success. If fewer advantageous factors are jointly present, the 
lack of some can be substituted for by others, but those cases are 
more prone to deviate from an expected pathway if unexpected life 
events interfere. Such exposure to contingency is less likely to affect 
those whose educational trajectories are ‘overdetermined’ by the joint 
presence of advantageous factors. While a regression-based method can 
model interaction effects, QCA is particularly well suited for showing 
the difference it makes to have factors jointly or individually (or not at 
all) present. To use an abstract example, a combination such as A*B � 
A*C � B*C may have been found to be sufficient for an outcome, with 
consistency levels for the individual parts of around 0.85. The combi-
nation A*B*C may well have a higher consistency of around 0.9 and in 
that sense might be described as overdetermining the outcome. While 
a lack of just one of the three conditions A, B and C would still mean a 
sufficient combination of conditions existed, the presence of all three is 
sufficient at a higher level of consistency. Examples from my analyses 
illustrating this may be found in Box 5.1 and Box 6.3 and the associated 
discussions.

In addition, my use of interview analysis to uncover the details of 
the supposed generative mechanisms was helpful in showing that 
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summarising factors and combinations of factors can sometimes fall 
short of describing the social reality they are intended to represent. 
In some sense, though, this is a data problem rather than a theoretical 
insight. For example, a parental degree can be an indicator of a family 
where education is highly valued, where higher education is the norm 
and where occupations match the educational level, or, conversely, it 
can be an isolated characteristic of one parent, possibly obtained at 
a not very prestigious institution, with no other family experience of 
higher education or service class occupation and without the degree 
having translated into a matching professional career. Parental degrees – 
and any other such summarising factor – therefore can indicate very 
different things, and, accordingly, their effects are likely to be differ-
ent. Quite frequently, this was the reason for ‘deviant’ cases following 
a seemingly unexpected pathway: on closer analysis, these cases’ path-
ways were not as unexpected as they first appeared. In some cases, how-
ever, idiosyncrasies concerning individual talents and interests as well 
as family history and experience seemed the most likely explanation of 
the cases’ deviation from some expected pathway.

The comparison of two different countries was theoretically fruitful in 
showing that many social processes appear across school systems. The 
effects of familial habitus, cultural capital and RAT-type reasoning were 
present in both countries. However, the system shapes the particular 
form the relevant social processes take. German parents of service class 
origin and with certain educational credentials and cultural capital 
might encourage and support their child in entering and attending 
the Gymnasium where he or she can experience academic rigour and 
sponsorship by the school, whereas English parents of a similar type 
can either opt for private schooling for their child to enable them to 
experience this sort of environment or they can carefully choose a state 
secondary school which can offer it, for example by moving into the 
catchment area of a prestigious comprehensive school, effectively buy-
ing a certain form of education through a larger mortgage, or, to use 
Bourdieu’s language, converting their economic capital into cultural 
capital for their children (Bourdieu, 1986). I have argued that the role 
of certain formally non-selective secondary schools in the comprehen-
sive English system can be very similar to that of a German selective 
Gymnasium. Academically oriented, ambitious and supportive compre-
hensive schools with an intake of ambitious and talented pupils can act 
as sponsors much in the same way as a selective school (Turner, 1960). 
Such schools tend to be located in catchment areas with a higher than 
average social class composition. Given this, in some ways it can be 
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easier for a working-class child from a home lacking cultural capital to 
enter a school where he or she has a chance of experiencing encour-
agement to stay in education and aim for university in Germany than 
in England, provided that he or she is cognitively able. As noted in 
Chapters 4 and 5, this is not to say that the selection for Gymnasium is 
free from social class bias. On the contrary, children from working-class 
families are less likely to reach the required level, and less likely, even 
if they do reach this level, actually to be selected. However, if a child 
from a working-class background does gain access to a Gymnasium, he 
or she has the chance of attending a school which can provide sponsor-
ship, regardless of place of residence, whereas in England more depends 
either on being lucky enough to live near such a school or on having 
parents who will ensure attendance at such a school.

9.2 Methodological conclusions

As noted in Chapter 2, the goal of social science research often is to 
provide causal explanations. My key methodological aim in this book 
was to discuss and apply non-experimental methods oriented to reach-
ing this goal.

One of my specific aims was to demonstrate how the use of QCA with 
survey data can offer a way of supplying sophisticated descriptions of 
social processes and structures which can form the basis for subsequent 
causal analysis. Configurational models, I have argued, have a greater 
affinity with social reality given that they analyse configurations of 
conditions (instead of net effects of variables), alternative pathways to 
some outcome, and the relationships of necessity and sufficiency which 
sometimes, though not always, are to be found in the social world (for 
examples of sociological theories consistent with this view taken from 
Cooper and Glaesser (2012b), see Section 2.4).1 The QCA solutions 
I developed support this view given that they are compatible with exist-
ing theory and that, in addition, subsequent interview analyses largely 
confirmed the findings and were able to point to likely generative 
mechanisms that led to the pattern observed in the survey data.

QCA was originally developed for use with small to medium sized 
samples to help researchers working with such case numbers to ana-
lyse them in a more systematic way. However, this history is no reason 
not to use it with large n. The key criterion for choosing an analytic 
method is the underlying causal model: if the assumption is that this 
is best described by a conjunctural method of analysis, and/or one that 
can take account of relationships of sufficiency and necessity, then QCA 
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can and should be used regardless of sample size. This applies to other 
methods, too. Obviously, it is not always possible to follow this princi-
ple since in some cases there can be practical limitations. For example, 
statistical methods need a minimum sample size to perform analyses 
adequately, and in-depth case studies cannot be conducted with sam-
ples that are too large for one’s given resources.

Another specific methodological aim was to show how the integra-
tion of survey data analyses and in-depth case studies via QCA can 
enhance causal understanding. There were two aspects to this aim: one 
was the use of QCA to obtain a typology of cases to be interviewed and 
analysed; the other was the use of the resulting in-depth case studies to 
supplement large n cross-case analyses in order to uncover causal mech-
anisms. QCA is most commonly used to undertake Boolean analyses of 
truth tables, as I have done, but in addition it can be very useful to map 
out what Lazarsfeld (1937) has termed the ‘property space’, or ‘attribute 
space’, which is defined by the factors under study (see also Becker, 
1998, Chapter 5). I made use of this idea by drawing on the truth table 
itself as well as Boolean solutions to identify types of cases of interest for 
further study. My aim, then, was to use an approach where the differ-
ent methods are not simply used one after the other to study different 
aspects of the research topic, but where they are well integrated in a way 
relevant to a particular goal. I have also occasionally returned to the 
survey data following interview findings in order to test some hypoth-
esis arising out of the interview analysis. In doing so, I loosely followed 
Goldthorpe’s (2001) suggestion of developing and testing hypotheses 
following large n analyses, though he refers to testing via statistical 
modelling used in conjunction with theoretical knowledge rather than 
testing via a combination of QCA, insights gained from interviews and 
theoretical knowledge.

Overall, I aimed to collect as comprehensive a body of evidence as 
possible (Freedman, 1991) to provide convincing causal explanations 
of educational processes and outcomes. The QCA truth tables and 
solutions were part of this body of evidence, as were the analyses of 
interview data, but existing theoretical knowledge was also brought to 
bear on the task. For the aim of explaining individual cases’ outcomes 
in Chapter 8, an additional tool was the use of counterfactual reasoning 
and thought experiments, to corroborate my interpretation of a specific 
case’s pathway.

Another important element was my comparative use of two coun-
tries. The key point here is that the comparative design enabled me 
to show that the broad theories concerning the sociological analysis 
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of educational pathways are valid in more than one societal context, 
though the social forces expressed themselves in different ways.

I do not wish to suggest that my approach be used as a general tem-
plate for conducting research. Research problems are too varied for 
there to be any one ‘right’ or ‘best’ way to proceed. In Hammersley’s 
words: ‘How much evidence is required, and of what kinds, varies 
according to the nature of the knowledge claim made, both in terms of 
its type (descriptive, explanatory, or theoretical) and its own degree 
of plausibility and credibility’ (Hammersley, 2001, p. 547). Hopefully, 
I have been able to demonstrate in practice an approach that read-
ers might find useful to adapt to their own problem, with its specific 
demands and challenges.

I will end this section by noting some observations concerning 
the interviewing process itself. I was able, for each of the individual 
cases I discussed, to provide a – hopefully convincing – account 
of how their educational pathway came to be the way I found it. 
With the ‘deviant’ and ‘inconclusive’ cases, this involved drawing 
on additional evidence over and above the theoretically plausible 
explanations that were possible for the typical cases, as identified by 
their particular configurations of factors based on my QCA models. 
Clearly, this additional evidence was solely based on what the inter-
viewees chose to tell me. I have no reason to expect that they were 
trying to mislead me in any way, but it is possible, for example, that 
some of the reasons they gave for their educational decisions were 
post-hoc rationalisations, triggered by my questions. They may not 
have been aware of making a conscious decision at the time, but faced 
with my questions they may have felt that they had to justify their 
course of action, whether to me or to themselves (or both). They may 
have been motivated both by the wish to tell a coherent story and 
by social desirability. This then begs the question of whether my 
own interpretations were also partly motivated by the former, that 
is whether they involved constructing accounts which, on the face 
of it, seem plausible, but which leave open the possibility that 
either the reality lacked such coherence or that an equally plausible 
alternative account might have been missed (see also Hammersley, 
2008, Chapter 5). However, the various strategies I described – using 
a combination of large n survey analysis via QCA with in-depth 
interview-based case studies, drawing on several relevant sociological 
theories, and analysing the case studies by various means including 
counterfactual reasoning – were intended to safeguard, as far as pos-
sible, against this danger.
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9.3 Implications for policy

There are several perspectives that drive policy making in education. 
They can be linked to the perceived purposes of education. Ball (2008) 
notes that these can usefully be summarised into economic and social 
purposes (though these may partly overlap). The social purpose of 
education is, broadly speaking, to increase fairness, social mobility and 
people’s quality of life via education, while the economic purpose is to 
increase productivity and competitiveness, both the individual’s and 
society’s. The latter seems to have received more attention from policy-
makers and in the public discourse lately, according to Ball: education 
is seen to be key to developing knowledge and skills which can then 
be traded in some marketplace. In other words, both the individual 
and the state regard education as an investment which is expected 
to yield a benefit in the form of a rewarding job (for the individual) 
and a skilled workforce which will aid economic development (for the 
state). However, policymakers do also recognise the social purpose of 
education, and given the focus of this book, I will comment only on 
this. In the introductory chapter, I mentioned issues such as social 
mobility, discussed in England, and the Programme for International 
Student Assessment (PISA) shock, discussed in Germany, as indicators 
of a public interest in equity and fairness in education. The secondary 
school system is sometimes thought to influence social inequality in 
education: proponents of a comprehensive school system expect this to 
be particularly helpful for children from underprivileged backgrounds 
given that it offers – or is supposed to offer – the same educational 
opportunities for everyone regardless of social background. However, 
there are also those who argue that a selective system is particularly 
beneficial to able children from underprivileged backgrounds given 
that it can offer an academically oriented form of education to those 
who otherwise, given their background, might not seek out and receive 
such an education. The empirical evidence, however, is mixed at best: 
while this question is not easy to analyse given that there are always 
many factors in addition to the type of secondary school system that 
can potentially have a bearing on equity in the education system, it 
seems that no system can claim to be ‘fairer’ than the other (Boliver & 
Swift, 2011, Goldthorpe, 2013). We have come to a similar conclusion 
(Glaesser & Cooper, 2012a, see also Chapter 4) following a QCA analysis 
of National Child Development Study (NCDS) data. The analyses in this 
book have confirmed this view of the relative unimportance of school 
system. Social advantage finds a way of expressing itself, whether this 
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is by supporting a child in gaining admission to a selective school in 
a selective system, or, in a comprehensive system, by choosing a suit-
able ‘comprehensive’ school, or by paying for private tutoring or for 
private education outside the state system (see also Lieberson, 1985, 
for example his discussion of school segregation, pp. 53–60). One parti-
cular feature of the German selective system seems to be important 
with regard to equity though: this is that there is the opportunity to 
enter advanced forms of secondary education later on if the initial 
placement was for a less academically oriented track or school type. 
The importance of such opportunities was evident in findings reported 
previously (Glaesser, 2008, Glaesser & Cooper, 2011b, for a summary of 
the latter see Chapter 4), where we showed that a considerable propor-
tion of young people change track following their initial placement, 
and that this is more commonly in an upward rather than downward 
direction (though it also became clear that upwards mobility is socially 
selective again: in addition to a recommendation for a school above 
Hauptschule, higher parental educational and occupational levels were 
part of the configurations linked to such mobility).

The importance of institutional arrangements allowing fluidity in 
the system also became apparent in the analyses presented in this 
book. Among my interviewees, a number of young people who ini-
tially attended a Realschule and one who first went to a Hauptschule 
intended to continue their education in a Gymnasium, and similarly 
some who had gone to a Gesamtschule without a recommendation for 
the Gymnasium were now on track to obtain their Abitur. The reasons 
why these young people did not receive a Gymnasium recommendation 
or, if they did receive it, chose not to attend a Gymnasium, vary. Some 
were what might be termed ‘late developers’ who at the age of ten would 
not have coped with the more demanding content and workload of a 
Gymnasium but who are capable of doing so now, and some were immi-
grants whose German language skills were not good enough to follow 
the more demanding course of study in a Gymnasium, but who, with 
support, were able to flourish in the Gesamtschule.

In any school system, organisational features clearly are something 
that is put in place by policymakers. In addition, it is important for 
teachers to be aware of these features and to direct pupils accordingly 
wherever appropriate. This is why I mentioned teacher education in my 
introductory chapter as a potentially policy-relevant area: a teacher’s 
task is not only to impart knowledge, important though this obviously 
is, but also to guide and support a pupil’s development as best they 
can. To do this, knowledge of the relevant organisational procedures 
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is essential. The same goes for careers advisors and other professionals 
involved at any stage in this process.

There is another reason why I suggested that my findings might be 
relevant to teacher education. While teachers obviously cannot influ-
ence what happens in the home, it is important that they are aware of 
the processes influencing young people’s and their parents’ expecta-
tions and decision-making. It would also be beneficial for teachers to 
be aware of the differences in habitus and cultural capital among their 
pupils. While certain forms of knowledge and thinking about the world 
will come naturally to some of these pupils, others will never have come 
across these in their home or wider social network because their parents 
lack the relevant resources and/or knowledge themselves. If teachers are 
aware of this, they can take action in various ways. For example, they 
can direct a child towards certain books and/or activities if it seems 
that these are not offered at home but the child might be interested. 
Awareness of the differences in upbringing and experience can also help 
teachers not to take certain forms of knowledge or skills for granted but 
to try to adapt teaching so that children are able to learn what they have 
not had access to at home. Finally, when it comes to further education 
and career choices, teachers can help counteract what is normal in the 
home and school if they feel that a young person would be better suited 
to an alternative route. This can mean encouraging university aspira-
tions in a bright young person from a disadvantaged background who 
attends a school where university plans are not the norm, but it can also 
mean suggesting alternatives to higher education to someone who feels 
under pressure from home and school to enter higher education but 
who may not have the talent for and/or interest in a university degree.

For these reasons – the importance of home background and wider 
social network – it is also important to note the limitations of the poten-
tial impact any education policy might have. Neither schools nor uni-
versities or further education providers can fully compensate for all the 
shortcomings and difficulties a young person might experience in their 
upbringing. Any policy aimed at improving social mobility therefore 
needs to take account of the wider social context in order to be successful. 
According to Goldthorpe, this is borne out by the evidence:

In sum, attempts at increasing equality of opportunity, in the sense 
of a greater equality of mobility chances, would seem unlikely to be 
effective, whether made through educational policy or otherwise, 
unless the class-linked inequalities of condition on which class 
mobility regimes are founded are themselves significantly reduced. 
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It is notable that in discussion of Scandinavian societies, in which 
increased social fluidity can be most persuasively claimed as a polit-
ical accomplishment, the emphasis has fallen less on educational 
policy per se than on the reduction of class differences in incomes 
and levels of living through redistributive fiscal and welfare policies 
and, further, on strong trade unionism and employment protec-
tion that help maintain the security and stability of incomes, of 
wage-earners especially, and on models of political economy that, 
again to the advantage of wage-earners, prioritise full employment. 
(Goldthorpe, 2013, p. 446)

Finally, I would like to comment on one feature of QCA analyses which 
can be particularly beneficial with regard to informing policy. This is the 
potential for identifying necessary conditions. Knowledge of necessary 
conditions can be particularly useful for policymakers given that with-
out these being present, an outcome is unlikely to be achieved. The nec-
essary conditions I identified in the analyses in this book were mostly 
factors relating to parental background, and while this is useful to 
know, it is not something that can be changed easily by policy interven-
tions. However, I also identified having had a recommendation for the 
Gymnasium at the end of primary school as a quasi-necessary condi-
tion for attending a Gymnasium at the age of 17. If a policymaker’s aim 
was to have more children enter the Gymnasium at the end of primary 
school, an obvious conclusion might be to abolish the recommendation 
altogether, given that it clearly does not predict perfectly who will and 
will not succeed in a Gymnasium. In addition, receiving the recom-
mendation is linked to social background as well as academic ability. 
However, this in itself is not to say that the recommendation does not 
have an important predictive function, generally matching children to 
an appropriate curriculum. It is crucial to take a policy’s wider context 
into account. At the time of my interviewees’ transition from primary to 
secondary school, the recommendation was largely binding, it was not 
easy to overturn it (and of course this partly accounts for its predictive 
power). In a bid to overcome the recommendation’s social selectivity, 
some reform was undertaken so that the recommendation was still 
given, but made not binding in some German Länder. However, Ditton 
and Krüsken (2009) have shown that the transition to secondary school 
became more socially selective in Länder where the recommendation 
was not binding than in those where it was. This is because more highly 
educated parents were more likely to send their child to a Gymnasium 
even if the child lacked the appropriate recommendation, whereas less 
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well educated parents were less likely to follow a recommendation for 
the Gymnasium. 

This finding reminds us that any policy decision has to take account 
of likely unintended consequences. However, while this would be desir-
able, policymakers do not always seem to take account of potential 
unintended consequences of their policies, even if – as is the case here – 
there is clear empirical evidence to indicate the likelihood of such 
consequences. More and more Länder now do not have a binding rec-
ommendation. In Baden-Württemberg, for example, this was changed 
in 2012 with the explicit aim of reducing the social selectivity at the 
transition to secondary school, even though the Ditton and Krüsken 
paper had already been published. An understanding (and a willingness 
to take account of the knowledge provided by researchers) of the under-
lying causal mechanisms would have been helpful here, since it would 
have enabled these consequences to be predicted (see also Lieberson, 
1985, in particular his example concerning the income gap between 
blacks and whites, pp. 191–194).

Cartwright and Hardie (2012) stress the general importance of tak-
ing account of the context in which a policy is to be implemented and 
of having an understanding of underlying causal mechanisms. They 
note that the kind of evidence favoured by policymakers is frequently 
obtained through conducting randomised controlled trials (RCTs). 
These can provide useful evidence, but the danger is that they only 
show that some policy or intervention is effective in one context. It 
may not be effective in another context. For this reason, they stress 
the importance of understanding causal mechanisms. It is not enough 
to show that something worked somewhere, once, but we also need to 
know why it worked in order to be able to predict whether it will work 
again, somewhere else. They argue that various forms of evidence should 
therefore be used together. This can be RCTs, but also econometric analy-
ses, process-tracing and others.

Cartwright and Hardie’s book is specifically concerned with the effec-
tiveness of policy and how this can be established. Their suggestion to 
use evidence from multiple sources, not just that established via RCTs, 
has some affinity with my own approach throughout this book. I have 
used theoretical knowledge, findings from previous research (both my 
own and others’), a cross-country comparison, large n analyses of survey 
data via some descriptive analysis and QCA, and in-depth analyses of 
process-tracing interviews. For the latter, I employed thematic analy-
sis and counterfactual analysis. This combined approach has proved 
fruitful first, to ‘establish phenomena’ (Merton, 1987), and, second, to 
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establish potential generative mechanisms and causal explanations of 
individuals’ pathways.

9.4 Concluding remarks

This book is intended to contribute to the fields of sociology of educa-
tion and social science research methodology. I hope that the substantive 
findings are of interest to sociologists as well as education practitioners, 
and that the methodological insights will be of benefit to social science 
researchers in substantive fields other than the sociology of education. 
My methodological approach has combined the use of cross-case and 
within-case analysis in order to develop causal understanding. This 
has involved respectively the analysis of both survey and interview 
data. I aimed to develop configurational explanations of educational 
outcomes, and for this purpose first employed the set-theoretic method 
QCA to undertake cross-case analyses, but subsequently combined this 
with within-case work, something also recommended by Charles Ragin. 
There is no reason why the integrative approach I have used in this book 
should not be applied more widely. For example, Dirk Berg-Schlosser 
(2012) has also fruitfully combined QCA with other methods in the field 
of political science. QCA is also being applied in fields such as sociology, 
business studies, organisational studies, evaluation, education and pub-
lic health and there is scope for an integrative approach that combines 
QCA with other methods to be used within all of these.

In the light of my comments on policy evaluation above, and tak-
ing note of Cartwright and Hardie (2012), Hammersley (2001) and 
Pawson (2006) on policy evaluation and systematic reviews, I believe 
that another area where such an integrated approach might usefully 
be employed is policy studies where knowledge of causal mechanisms 
is important in order to avoid implementing policies that are unlikely 
to succeed.

Above all, my intention was not to write a recipe book on how to 
implement a particular research approach, but to encourage thinking 
about ways to approach a research problem and, more generally, ways of 
thinking about the social world. Social relations are complex, and influ-
ences on any individual’s educational pathway and outcome originate 
from a multitude of sources. This is clear from the analyses presented 
in this book, where I show a possible way of tackling such complexity. 
Social science’s aim is to reduce complexity so that an understanding 
of patterns, regularities and mechanisms becomes possible. At the same 
time, there is a balance to be struck between undertaking summarising 
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analyses that may be used as a basis for generalising, and detailed 
analyses that contribute to in-depth understanding of mechanisms (for 
a discussion of these issues see Hammersley, 2008, pp. 44–46). Using 
different sources of insight, as I have done (and as proponents of the 
‘mixed methods’ movement advocate), can be helpful here. Currently, 
policymakers and many academics see RCTs and other forms of experi-
mental methods as the best, if not the only, method to establish causa-
tion and to inform policy decisions. By contrast, throughout this book, 
I intended to show that non-experimental methods can form a key 
component of the set of approaches available to social researchers want-
ing to understand and explain social processes. Such understanding can 
then provide the basis for policy decisions.

Finally, some comments on the substantive focus of this book. Young 
people today live in a world where they are well aware, as we have seen, 
that formal qualifications matter because of the way they influence 
future careers. The individual and social circumstances in which they 
gain their qualifications differ widely, and accordingly young people 
vary in the goals they pursue. Gaining the highest possible qualifica-
tions is still not an important goal for every young person; some value 
other things in life. It is worth bearing this in mind, so as not to regard 
young people’s lives as failures if they do not attain or strive for the 
highest qualifications they might in principle obtain. We have also seen 
that individuals make their decisions within the framework of the con-
straints and opportunities they experience. They are not always aware 
of the multiple influences on their lives. As social researchers, we are 
able to take a wider view and to analyse the social forces acting upon 
individuals as well as their subjective accounts and interests. It is for 
this reason that a vibrant social science will always have something to 
offer both to citizens and to those politicians and policymakers who are 
aiming to improve their constituents’ lives.
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Notes

1 Introduction

1. Some of the discussion of England might be seen to apply to all of the 
United Kingdom, but there are some important differences between England, 
Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland. Therefore, I have chosen to focus just 
on England.

2. All else being equal, this would also seem to imply the opposite, that is, 
people from the top should be able to move down if they do not have the 
requisite qualifications and/or skills to stay at the top, but, not surprisingly, 
this is less frequently mentioned explicitly.

3. Goldthorpe (2013) discusses a number of misconceptions regarding both the 
analytic concept and empirical support for social mobility.

4. This pessimistic view might appear to be contestable in the light of my 
Hauptschule interviewees who were in further education or some form of 
vocational training at the time of the interview (with the exception of one 
young woman who dropped out of a course of study in a vocational school 
because she had a child during that time. At the time of the interview, she was 
caring for her then one-year-old child, but intended to start an apprentice-
ship the year after). However, it seems likely that this is at least partly due to 
a selection effect: the young people were contacted via their former school, 
and presumably only those agreed to be interviewed who did not feel any 
animosity towards their old school or a general dislike of education.

5. Others still of course argue that observational data cannot ever provide causal 
models, and that randomised controlled trials (RCTs) and other forms of 
experimentation are the only way of obtaining causal understanding. I dis-
cuss RCTs briefly in Section 2.4.

2 Description and Explanation: Methodological Rationale

1. However, class itself is just a shorthand for possible causal mechanisms. It 
has explanatory value because of what we know it stands for: a higher social 
class background is often linked to a higher income, which makes it easier for 
young people from such backgrounds to delay entering the labour market. It 
is also linked to higher education, allowing parents to recognise the value of 
a degree for their children, and so on.

2. There is a view that regularity accounts of causation have advantages over other 
versions of causal analysis such as counterfactual or probabilistic accounts (for 
example Baumgartner, 2008). I do not share this view, as will become clear 
throughout. While it is my view that regularities are an important element in the 
attempt to establish causal relationships, they are not sufficient in themselves.

3. Hammersley (1985) also discusses this piece of work as one of just a few exam-
ples of theory-focussed ethnography undertaken in the sociology of education.
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3 Qualitative Comparative Analysis

1. This is true in the crisp context, where a case is either completely in or com-
pletely out of a set. With fuzzy sets, cases can have partial membership in sets, 
considerably complicating the measurement of consistency. See Ragin (2000, 
2005, 2006b, 2008), also Cooper (2005).

2. Again, this applies in the crisp context.
3. Readers concerned that such threshold-setting seems arbitrary should bear in 

mind that much decision-making in the social sciences involves the research-
er’s judgement and/or convention. An example is the use of a 5 per cent level 
in significance testing.

4. In solution 3, raw coverage of the term A*B is 0.26, its unique coverage is 
0.211. The latter is the same as the solution coverage in solution 1, where the 
solution term is A*B*C. This is not a coincidence: the unique coverage figure 
describes that part of a pathway which is not covered by the other pathway. 
In solution 3, the two pathways are A*B and B*c. B*c comprises the configura-
tions A*B*c and a*B*c. A*B comprises the configurations A*B*C and A*B*c. We 
can see that the part of the solution not covered by A*B*c is A*B*C which is 
therefore the same as the solution term in solution 1.

5. Matters can be more complicated when fuzzy sets are employed.
6. Strictly speaking, only two dummy variables are needed for a factor with three 

possible values. If, in the example used here, service class and working class 
are used as the two dummies, then the absence of both would indicate that 
the case belongs to the intermediate class.

4 Overview of the Project

1. This is usually at the age of ten, but in some Länder children attend primary 
school for six years which means they enter secondary school at the age 
of 12.

2. This is another instance of a difference between Länder, with a school leaving 
age of 18 in some and 19 in others. In addition, around the time of the study 
there was a move towards the eight-year-Gymnasium (i.e., a school leaving 
age of 18) in the majority of Länder, although at the time of writing (2014) 
a counter-reform movement is gaining momentum, with some Gymnasien 
changing back to nine years.

3. This is yet another instance of differences between Länder, and of a policy 
that is subject to reform. At the time of writing, the recommendation is not 
binding in most places, but it was still common for it to be binding during 
the period at which my interviewees experienced their transition to second-
ary school.

4. A comparison of my sample on the variables I used with the full data set 
showed that my sample appears to be slightly skewed towards higher edu-
cational credentials and aspirations (both parents and young people) and 
higher parental social class.

5. The data were made available to me by the SOEP study at the German 
Institute for Economic Research (Deutsches Institut für Wirtschaftsforschung; 
DIW), Berlin.



Notes 179

 6. Again, my sample is slightly skewed towards higher educational credentials 
and aspirations (both parents and young people) and higher parental social 
class, compared with the full sample.

 7. While the SOEP is a representative panel study by design, some groups 
deemed to be of particular interest were oversampled, high income house-
holds among them (Haisken-DeNew & Frick, 2005).

 8. ‘Voluntary-aided (VA) schools are maintained schools and often, but not 
always, have a religious character’ (https://www.gov.uk/voluntary-aided-
schools-capital-funding).

 9. Ideally, I would have selected interviewees from the samples used for the 
QCA. However, since the SOEP and LSYPE are large anonymised surveys not 
conducted by me, this was obviously not possible. Instead, I matched types 
of cases from SOEP and LSYPE to those I was able to interview.

10. However, it is worth making a point concerning possible measurement error: 
in row 5, two out of three cases have the outcome. If it transpired that the 
case without the outcome had been inaccurately recorded in the data set and 
should have been allocated the outcome, then, on recoding, the consistency 
for this row would become 1, putting it above the consistency threshold. The 
same point applies to row 6 where, again, the recoding of a single case would 
put this row above the threshold. Clearly therefore, when there are only a 
small number of cases in a row, the potential problems caused by even small 
errors in coding might be considerable.

5 Which Young People in Germany Are in a Gymnasium 
at the Age of 17? A Typological Analysis

 1. Given that the recommendation, while based on performance, is also linked 
to social background, Ditton and Krüsken (2009) point out that it might have 
been expected that those Länder where the recommendation is not bind-
ing would have less social selectivity in the transition to secondary school. 
However, they found the opposite to be the case: there is more social selectiv-
ity in Länder without a binding recommendation since more parents from 
highly educated backgrounds enrol their children in a higher school type than 
that recommended, while, conversely, not highly educated parents are more 
likely to enrol their children in a lower school type than that recommended.

 2. I have also analysed the negation of the outcome, that is, the question of 
who does not attend a Gymnasium at the age of 17. This resulted in rows 
12–16 of Table 5.1 being entered in the Boolean minimisation process, using 
a consistency threshold of 0.85. The resulting solution is abi_1p*gy_rec � 
MALE*sc_1p*gy_rec. Interestingly, leaving aside details of consistency and cov-
erage, this is almost an exact mirror image of solution 3 for the original outcome 
(Box 5.1). However, it is important to note that this outcome is far more het-
erogeneous than the original outcome of attending Gymnasium, given that it 
comprises attending any other school type, that is, Hauptschule, Realschule and 
Gesamtschule. This makes the finding harder to interpret since the underlying 
mechanisms that lead to attending each of these school types may well differ.

 3. There are in fact just 39 cases in the configurational component of the path-
way that doesn’t overlap (MALE* abi_1p*SC_1P*GY_REC, i.e. 1011), with 31 
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of these achieving the outcome. In total 382 cases achieve the outcome and 
these 31 represent 0.081 of these, thus providing the figure in Box 5.1 for 
the unique coverage of MALE*SC_1P*GY_REC.

 4. The coverage for necessity of the recommendation is 0.785. This is equiva-
lent to its being quasi-sufficient for the outcome with a consistency of 0.785. 
It is important to stress, however, as we know from our analysis of the truth 
table (Table 5.1), that in the cases of rows 6–8, fewer than 75 per cent of the 
cases obtain the outcome. 

 5. Regression equations can, of course, document multiple paths to an out-
come, insofar as, for example, high values on one independent variable can 
compensate, additively, for low values on another. In a simple case with two 
independent variables, the relevant equation might be Y � 6X � 8Z. Then a 
case with the values of X � 4, Z � 3 and a case with the values of X � 8, Z � 0 
would each have an outcome of Y � 48. However, the multiplicity of such 
alternative paths is not usually related to any notion of types of cases, as it 
is in QCA.

 6. I should note that necessity analyses can be unstable depending on the rela-
tive case numbers in the condition under study, regardless of the underlying 
relationship of necessity (Cooper & Glaesser, 2015).

 7. The point here is not that these conditions were quasi rather than perfectly 
sufficient, but that they were sufficient rather than necessary. Even in the case 
of perfect sufficiency, there will be cases obtaining the outcome without hav-
ing the sufficient condition, simply because it is sufficient but not necessary.

 8. In the SOEP, 21.5 per cent of cases who had the recommendation do not 
attend a Gymnasium aged 17.

 9. Their other types of cases, chosen for different purposes, are diverse, 
extreme, influential, most similar, and most different cases. Rohlfing (2008) 
also discusses the use of residuals analysis in case selection. Noting the 
increasing tendency to combine regression with case study under the banner 
of mixed methods, he undertakes nested case analysis (as he calls the combi-
nation of large and small n analysis, following Lieberman, 2005) specifically 
to improve the model fit of a regression. For my view of the ‘mixed methods’ 
concept, see my comments at the end of Chapter 2. For case selection on the 
basis of fuzzy QCA, see also Schneider and Rohlfing (2013, 2014).

10. Habitus theory is obviously also relevant for such key points in a career – 
and I will discuss it in relation to them – but it was developed in a different 
context.

11. These three cases form part of the sample discussed in Glaesser and Cooper 
(2014). That paper uses all those interviews with young people whose par-
ents are either both members of the service class or are both working class 
because we wished to obtain types of cases which are ‘pure’ in terms of social 
class background.

12. The word Ludwig uses, gebildet, is usually not only meant to imply a person 
holding formal qualifications, but also more generally someone who is intel-
lectual, sophisticated, cultured.

13. Ludwig is listed against the same configuration in Table 5.3 as Jonas because 
this part of the solution, MALE*SC_1P*GY_REC, does not specify parental 
education. However, because Ludwig’s parents do hold the Abitur, he also 
appears in the row above, ABI_1P*GY_REC.
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14. We could ask whether, given ABI_1P*GY_REC, it is then quasi-necessary to be 
SC_0P [� neither parent is in the service class] in order to be deviant in the 
way Samuel is. If we do, we find SC_0P a consistency with necessity of 0.242 
for ~GY_17 (where the ~ indicates not GY_17). This (within-configuration) 
necessity hypothesis needs to be discarded. On the other hand, a parallel 
test for the necessity of neither parent having a degree does approach the 
0.75 threshold (reaching 0.727) [this is footnote 24 in Cooper & Glaesser 
(2012a)].

15. While the recommendation itself is supposed to be an indicator of individ-
ual ability and potential, it does also reflect social background, as discussed 
in Section 5.1. This might be one reason why someone with high enough 
cognitive ability may not receive the recommendation; another is lack of 
language skills, as in the case of recent immigrants.

16. As noted, I do not have an ability measure for my interviewees, but the fact that 
they received the recommendation for the Gymnasium despite their relatively 
unfavourable social background makes it safe to assume that their academic 
ability is comparatively high.

6 Secondary Schooling Careers in England

1. The mean on the key stage 2 test is 25.03 for these girls from the most privi-
leged social background and 29.66 for these boys from the least privileged 
background. Classification into high and low attainment in this test appears 
justified in this instance, despite the fairly crude indicator which merely split 
the sample at the median: these girls did indeed perform less well in the key 
stage 2 test than the boys, but the girls appear higher up in the truth table 
nevertheless. 

2. They do not differ on the binary factors. The mean for the key stage 2 test is 
30.52 for the cases in row 1 and 30.68 for those in row 4, so it is appropriate 
to say that they do not differ on academic achievement either.

3. The mean key stage 2 test performance is 23.93 for these girls and 23.99 for 
these boys.

4. In Glaesser and Cooper (2012a, 2012b), the factors were secondary school 
policy (selective or comprehensive) and gender.

5. The Russell Group is an association of 24 research-intensive universities in 
the UK. Their reputation for academic excellence attracts highly achieving, 
ambitious students. See http://www.russellgroup.ac.uk/.

6. Adding academic achievement to this analysis as a fourth factor instead of 
gender results in the problem of limited diversity again. In particular, as 
expected, the configuration of not highly able in selective schools is practi-
cally non-existent, with just two cases overall.

7. Lindesmith (1981) actually argues that it may not be appropriate to conceive 
of causation in the social world as complex, with multiple causes and effects, 
and to leave it at that. Instead, sociology is not yet advanced enough clearly 
to differentiate phenomena which appear to belong to the same group but 
are actually different. This, in his opinion, is one of the reasons why we 
think that multiple causes exist for the same phenomenon. While I do not 
agree entirely – in my view, causation in the social world is complex – it is 
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important to pay close attention to the phenomena under study and their 
potential causes in order to be able to refine analytical categories.

7 What Types of Young People are Bound for Higher 
Education at the Age of 17?

1. These proportions are close to those in my interviews: 34.9 per cent of the 
German interviewees and 63.9 per cent of the English interviewees say they 
are hoping to go to university. While this is useful to know, it is important 
to bear in mind that my interview samples are not representative in other 
ways. For example, I have oversampled students attending selective schools 
in England. This is because my case selection strategy was to choose theo-
retically interesting cases (see Chapter 4) rather than to achieve an interview 
sample that was representative of the survey sample.

2. It is also worth noting that consistency with necessity of being in Gymnasium 
is 0.829.

3. The fact that nursing is a graduate occupation in Britain but not in Germany 
may well have implications for salary, career progression and so on, but this 
topic is beyond the scope of this book.

4. Academies are described by the Department for Education as follows: 
‘Academies are publicly funded independent schools. Academies don’t have 
to follow the national curriculum and can set their own term times. They 
still have to follow the same rules on admissions, special educational needs 
and exclusions as other state schools. Academies get money direct from the 
government, not the local council. They’re run by an academy trust which 
employs the staff’ (https://www.gov.uk/types-of-school/academies).

5. BTEC stands for Business and Technology Education Council. This is a voca-
tional qualification broadly equivalent to academic qualifications such as 
GCSE and A level.

8 Using In-Depth Case Studies to Explore Causal 
Mechanisms in Detail

1. It might be argued that the composition of a selection committee is not a 
chance event either, but could be explained given enough information about 
the general context and specific factors. The same applies to events such as 
illnesses: whether they are genetic or caused by contagion, etc., there will be 
an identifiable causal path that led to them. But in the context of a differ-
ent causal field, that of educational outcomes, such events or factors may be 
indistinguishable from a chance event.

2. Ragin (2008, Chapters 8 and 9) outlines how counterfactual thinking can 
help understand causal processes in the case of limited diversity in QCA. See 
also Collier et al. (2004).

3. Since the time of Duncan’s grandfather, coal mining in Britain has all but 
ceased. There is none in Duncan’s area now, so obviously he would not do 
this particular job, but the thought of a job like it motivates him to stay in 
education.
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4. It is worth noting that the profession he mentions is physiotherapy which in 
England is a graduate occupation. This example serves to reinforce, yet again, 
the difference between the two systems and the difficulties in undertaking 
comparisons of this kind. Does Ludwig’s wish to become a physiotherapist 
make him more like the other cases with his constellation of social back-
ground factors, i.e. his ambition is ‘really’ a higher education aspiration, or, 
taking a German perspective, is he really an outlier in his wish not to pursue 
a university degree? 

9 Summary and Conclusions

1. In cases where the truth table does not contain configurations of high enough 
consistency levels to justify a claim of quasi-sufficiency, picking out com-
binations of conditions associated with proportions of cases achieving the 
outcome well above the grand mean provides an alternative form of analysis. 
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