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Introduction 
 
Researchers on Scottish higher education have expressed concern at the stratification of universities 
within a structurally unified sector and the bias of access by social class.  Raab and Storkey (2001: 
16-17) found that advantaged students were over represented in the ancient universities, which are 
the most exclusive Scottish universities, in which they increased their enrolment from 1996-97 to 
1998-99.  McLaurin and Osborne (2002) and Osborne and McLaurin (2006) found that the ancient and 
old universities enrolled about half the proportion of further education students as the new, least 
exclusive universities.  Morgan-Klein (2003: 351) reported that ‘there is clear evidence that elite 
universities attract mainly middle-class students, while the post-1992 universities and the FE colleges 
are more successful in attracting students from lower socio-economic groups and from disadvantaged 
areas’.  Field (2004: 12) concluded that ‘The differential distribution of articulation arrangements, and 
of less formal arrangements for progression, has created a multi-track system’ and further that 
‘articulation in Scotland may be producing a new binary divide’ (Field, 2004:10).  Gallacher (2006: 
363) expressed the same concern, specifically about the prospects of further education graduates 
being able to transfer to elite institutions – 
 

However, if the ‘elite’ institutions do not provide access routes for non-traditional 
students, including those who wish to transfer from FE colleges with HNC/D 
qualifications, this can be viewed as a form of stratification, which limits 
opportunities.  It must, of course, be recognised that many students will make 
positive choices not to apply for, or enter these institutions. However, it is 
important that appropriate opportunities are there for those who wish to pursue 
their studies in these institutions. 

(Gallacher, 2006: 363) 
 
Similar concerns have been expressed in Australia, which also has a formally unified higher education 
sector.  But is the vertical stratification of universities in Scotland and Australia steeper than in other 
countries?  It seems plausible that the formally unified systems of Scotland and Australia are less 
stratified than the formally segmented higher education systems such as those of some US states.  
This paper tests that supposition by examining the rate at which students transfer from short cycle 
awards of non university tertiary institutions into highly selective and moderately selective universities. 
 
Student admission ratio1 
 
Scotland has a formally unified university sector, but universities are informally grouped by age of 
establishment: ancient universities – those founded before the 19th century – are the most selective, 
old universities - institutions which had university status before the Further and Higher Education Act 
1992 – are the second most selective, and new universities – the institutions that were re-designated 
as universities by the Further and Higher Education Act 1992 or which were founded after the Act – 
are the least selective.  Osborne and McMaurin (2006: 162) identified Scottish universities by 
category.  I set out the universities and their categories in the table below.  I also show each 
university’s rank in Shanghai Jiao Tong University’s (2006) world university rank, currently the only 
credible world university league table.  It will be noted that Labaree’s (2006: 6) first rule for a highly 
stratified system applies in Scotland as much as the US: age trumps youth.  But it will also be noted 
that this isn’t invariant.  The University of Edinburgh has a much stronger research performance than 
its older ancient siblings and the University of Dundee has a much stronger research performance 
than its old university siblings, at least on the heavily scientific criteria of research performance used 
by Shanghai Jiao Tong University. 
 

                                                 
1 This ratio and the problems with other measures of student transfer are discussed in Moodie, Gavin (accepted 
for publication). 



 
Table 1: Scottish universities by category and world rank 

 
University Founded Category World rank 
St Andrews 1413 Ancient 151-200 
Glasgow 1451 Ancient 102-150 
Aberdeen 1495 Ancient 201-300 
Edinburgh 1582 Ancient 52 
Strathclyde 1964 Old  
Heriot-Watt 1966 Old  
Dundee 1967 Old 201-300 
Stirling 1967 Old  
Napier 1992 New  
Paisley 1992 New  
Robert Gordon 1992 New  
Glasgow Caledonian 1993 New  
Abertay Dundee 1994 New  
Queen Margaret 2007 New  

 
 
Gallacher (2003: 12) reports the numbers and percentages of students entering higher education 
institutions in Scotland in 2000 for whom the higher national certificate or diploma or similar further 
education qualification was the highest on entry.  He reports those for ancient universities (3%), old 
universities which he called 1960s universities (8%), new universities which he called post ’92 
universities (25%) and art/music colleges (13%), which I set out in the next table. 
 
Table 2: number and proportion of entrants to Scottish universities for the higher national certificate or 
diploma or similar further education qualification was the highest on entry, by university category, 2000 

 

University category Number of entrants
Number of entrants with 

HNC/D as highest 
qualification

Percentage of all 
entrants

Ancient universities 10,000 303 3
Old universities 7,000 568 8
New universities 10,500 2,665 25
Art/music colleges 1,300 167 13
Total 28,800 3,703 13

 
Source: Gallacher (2003: 12), table 7: numbers and percentages of students entering HEIs in Scotland 
for whom HNC/D or similar was highest qualification on entry 
 
 
Maclennan and colleagues (2000: 12) distinguish between selecting and recruiting universities, 
observing that ‘Post-1992 HEIs often adopt a more promotion-based approach, consistent with a 
“recruiting” model. In contrast, pre-1992 HEIs have traditionally followed a softer approach, relying 
more on liaison activities with schools, and in certain cases, with FECs’.  Gallacher (2006: 363) 
observes that the 1960s universities come somewhere in between the ancient and new universities: 
‘These universities continue to attract large numbers of well-qualified young applicants in many 
discipline areas, and in this sense are “selecting” institutions’.  I therefore calculated the next table by 
classifying the ancient and the old universities as highly selective universities and the new universities 
as recruiting universities, or moderately selective institutions in this study.  It will be noted that 5% of 
the students entering the ancient and old universities which I categorised as highly selective had a 
short cycle further education qualification as their highest qualification on entry, whereas the 
corresponding proportion for the new universities was 25%.  The ratio of transfer student admission 
rates of highly selective and moderately selective universities is therefore 1:5 for Scotland. 
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Table 3: ratio of transfer student admission rates of highly selective and moderately selective 
universities, Scotland, 2000 
 

Jurisdiction Highly selective 
institutions 

Moderately selective 
institutions 

Ratio of highly selective 
to moderately selective 

Scotland 5% 25% 1:5 
 
 
Like Scotland, Australia has a formally ‘unified national system’ (Dawkins, 1988) of higher education, 
in its case since 1988.  Nevertheless, Australia’s universities differ markedly by selectivity of student 
admissions.  It is convenient to count as the highly selective institutions the group of eight universities 
which win the biggest share of external research grants and which have formed an association (Group 
of Eight, 2003).  Australia also allows a comparison with Prager’s (1993) findings on transfer and 
articulation within US colleges and universities.  Prager surveyed 408 chief executive officers of 
campuses which Peterson’s Directory identified as sponsors of 2-year tracks within a college, 
university or system also offering 4-year curricula (Prager 1993: 541).  She concluded (1993: 551) – 
 

It appears that students from some two-year programs within four-year contexts may 
have as much, if not more, difficulty in ‘transferring’ within their institutions as do 
students who begin at a community college and seek to transfer to a senior one. 
Indeed, the findings explored here suggest that problems with internal student transfer 
and program articulation may be as pervasive within some institutions sharing a 
common institutional identity as external ones are for some from different sectors, 
such as community and senior colleges, that do not. 

 
Australia has 5 so-called ‘dual sector universities’ which comprise substantial student load in both 
bachelor and sub degree vocational programs. The average transfer student admission rate for 
Australian dual sector universities is shown separately in the table below.  It will be noted that while 
the dual sector universities had a higher transfer student admission rate than the group of eight highly 
selective Australian universities, they had a lower rate than the other moderately selective institutions, 
thus replicating Prager’s US findings in Australia. 
 
Table 4: proportion of undergraduate commencing students at the group of 8 Australian highly 
selective and other moderately selective universities who were admitted on the basis of a vocational 
education and training qualification, 2000 
 

Institution Admitted on 
basis of VET

Total bachelor 
commencers

% of commencers 
who are transfers

Group of 8 universities 1,028 45,359 2%
Dual sector universities 1,231 24,602 5%
Other universities 9,077 110,323 8%
Total 11,336 180,284 7%

 
Source: DETYA (2001) Higher education student statistics, 2000. 

 
 
The next table includes the dual sector universities with the other moderately selective universities.  It 
shows that the difference in the ratio of transfer student admission rates between the highly selective 
and moderately selective universities is a high 1:4, although not quite as high as the ratio for Scotland. 
 
Table 5: ratio of transfer student admission rates of highly selective and moderately selective four-year 
institutions, Australia, 2000 
 

Jurisdiction Highly selective 
institutions 

Moderately selective 
institutions 

Ratio of highly selective 
to moderately selective 

Australia 2% 8% 1:4 
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California has segmented its higher education system since its master plan for higher education was 
enshrined in the Donahoe Act of 1960, and Douglass (2004: 11) points out that California had 
developed 3 distinct, geographically dispersed and multi-campus public segments as early as 1920.  
The master plan divides California’s higher education institutions into 3 segments: the University of 
California whose intake is restricted by legislation to the top 12.5% of high school graduates, the 
California State University whose intake is restricted to the top 33.3% of high school graduates, and 
California Community Colleges, which have open admission.  The transfer rates calculated from data 
published by the California Postsecondary Education Commission (1998, 2000) are shown in table 6. 
 
Table 6: proportion of students at the highly selective University of California and the moderately 
selective California State University who transferred from a community college, 1998-99 
 

Segment Number of 
transfers

Total u/grad 
enrolments

% of u/grad enrolments 
who are transfers

University of California 10,161 155,412 6.5%
California State University 44,989 336,803 13%
Total 59,906 492,215 12%

 
Source: California Postsecondary Education Commission (1998) Factsheet 98-1 

 
 
Community College transfer students were 6.5% of students at the highly selective University of 
California but were 13% of students at the moderately selective California State University, giving a 
ratio of 1:2 between the two segments – 
 
Table 7: ratio of transfer student admission rates of highly selective and moderately selective four-year 
institutions, California, 1998-99 
 

Jurisdiction Highly selective 
institutions 

Moderately selective 
institutions 

Ratio of highly selective 
to moderately selective 

California 6.5% 13% 1:2 
 
 
Other US States typically do not have as systematically or strongly segmented higher education 
systems as California’s, although they may allocate them different amounts of general funds or 
research grants as a historical legacy or by a method in which all institutions ostensibly compete 
equally.  Some 59% of Colorado’s higher education students start in 4-year institutions, much higher 
than the US average (45%) and very much higher than in California (34%), so there are fewer 
students in 2-year colleges seeking to transfer to 4-year institutions in Colorado.  Overall transfer 
student admission rates are therefore lower in Colorado than in California, which may also be partly 
due to differences in data definitions and collection methods.  Colorado did not formally designate 4-
year institutions by selectivity of admissions at the time the data for this study were collected.  
However, the Colorado Commission on Higher Education (2003: 10) analysed institutions’ selectivity 
to inform its new admissions standards policy from which it was possible to identify Colorado’s highly 
selective 4-year colleges as the Colorado School of Mines, the University of Colorado - Boulder and 
Colorado State University.  Transfers were 3% of enrolments at the highly selective institutions and 
6% of students at the moderately selective institutions.  Despite Colorado’s lower overall transfer 
student admission rate than California’s, the differences in transfer student admission rates between 
Colorado’s highly selective and moderately selective receiving institutions is the same as in California. 
 
Table 8: ratio of transfer student admission rates of highly selective and moderately selective four-year 
institutions, Colorado, 2001 
 

Jurisdiction Highly selective 
institutions 

Moderately selective 
institutions 

Ratio of highly selective 
to moderately selective 

Colorado 3% 6% 1:2 
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Texas does not have an explicit policy of distinguishing public 4-year colleges by selectivity of student 
admission.  A measure of the selectivity of institutions is the proportion of their first-time 
undergraduates who were in the top 10% of their high school class and this was used to classify 
institutions as highly and moderately selective.  Texas has a very strong transfer policy and 
consequently its 4-year institutions have twice as many transfer students as California.  But again, the 
different transfer student admission rates between highly selective and moderately selective 4-year 
institutions is similar to, although a little less than in California and Colorado. 
 
Table 9: ratio of transfer student admission rates of highly selective and moderately selective four-year 
institutions, Texas, 2000 
 

Jurisdiction Highly selective 
institutions 

Moderately selective 
institutions 

Ratio of highly selective 
to moderately selective 

Texas 15% 26% 1:1.7 
 
 
These results are summarised in the final table, which is ordered from Scotland and Australia where 
the difference in transfer student admission rates of the highly selective and moderately selective 
universities is relatively high, to California, Colorado and finally Texas where the difference in transfer 
student admission rates is much smaller.   

 
Table 10: ratio of transfer student admission rates of highly selective and moderately selective four-
year institutions, selected jurisdictions 
 

Jurisdiction Highly selective 
institutions 

Moderately selective 
institutions 

Ratio of highly selective 
to moderately selective 

Scotland 5% 25% 1:5 
Australia 2% 8% 1:4 
California 6.5% 13% 1:2 
Colorado 3% 6% 1:2 
Texas 15% 26% 1:1.7 
 
 
It will therefore be seen that the formal segmentation of universities into sectors does not always 
structure opportunities for students as much as the informal differences between institutions.  Clark’s 
(1983: 52) explanation for highly differentiated student admissions practices is that the lack of formal 
segmentation by tier drives systems to greater internal stratification, which at least in Australia and 
Scotland is by status which in turn is strongly related to institutional age.  What, then, may 
governments do to improve the rate at which further education students transfer to universities overall, 
and the rate at which they are accepted by the most selective universities? 
 
 
 
Measures to improve student transfer 
 
Gallacher (2005, 2006) has described several measures adopted by Scotland to improve student 
transfer from further to higher education.  While these measures are fairly recent and should be given 
time to work before being declared ineffective, it is worth looking elsewhere to see what alternatives 
may be available.  Student transfer has long been problematised in the US and has thus been the 
subject of Government policy which Clark (1983: 62) observed to be distinctive of the US.  In 2001 the 
Education Commission of the States (2001) found that of the 50 US States, 30 had legislation 
supporting transfer, 40 had Statewide cooperative transfer agreements, 33 States regularly collected 
and reported transfer data, 18 States offered incentives and rewards to either transfer students or 
sending or receiving institutions, and 26 States maintained a statewide guide to transfer.   
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Table 11: US States’ instruments to support student transfer 

 
Type of policy Number of States 
Legislation 30 
Statewide cooperative agreements 40 
Transfer data reporting 33 
Incentives and rewards 18 
Statewide transfer guide 26 
Common core curriculum 23 
Common subject numbering 8 

 
Source: Education Commission of the States (2001) 

 
 
However, much of US States’ policies seem exhortatory.  Of the 30 States with legislation supporting 
transfer, only 6 States specified minimum conditions for the transfer of students, 10 States required a 
transfer agreement without specifying what it might contain, 7 States exhorted cooperation in transfer 
and 2 States stated in legislation broad support for transfer.  Anderson, Sun, and Alfonso (2006) have 
furthermore found that the existence of a statewide articulation agreement did not increase the 
probability of students transferring within 3 years after the agreement was introduced.   
 
Institutions in California, Ohio, New Jersey, and other States have adopted dual admissions programs, 
which are specialised transfer agreements that guarantee admission and transfer of credits to specific 
4-year colleges and universities.  Mercer County Community College, for example, has dual 
admissions agreements with 6 New Jersey colleges.  Each requires completion of a specified program 
and a minimum grade point average, which varies by institution and program (Rifkin 1998). 
 
Wellman (2002) studied 6 US States that rely heavily on transfer from 2-year colleges to give low-
income students access to the baccalaureate degree.  Wellman (2002: vi) selected 3 States which 
received high grades and 3 States which received low grades on retention and degree completion in 
Measuring up 2000, the State report card for higher education released by the National Center for 
Public Policy and Higher Education (2000).  Wellman (2002: 38) characterised State policies as 
structural and academic.  Wellman understands structural polices to be those that affect the overall 
approach to postsecondary education: governance, institutional and sector mission and differentiation, 
statewide information system capacity, funding, planning capacities, and accountability mechanisms.  
Wellman argues that the preconditions of student transfer are determined by these structural policies 
and by demography, economic conditions and institutional histories.  Wellman understands academic 
policies to be those specific to 2/4 transfer.  They are designed to influence the internal alignment of 
students, programs, and subjects within and across institutions.  Academic policies concern 
admissions standards, curriculum requirements, articulation, and transfer of credit (Wellman 2002: 38). 
 
Wellman (2002: vi-vii) found that the key difference between the 3 high-performing States and the 
others in her study seems to lie in the Statewide governance structure for higher education.  The low 
performing States construct transfer as mainly an academic and institutional matter and grant 
institutions considerable autonomy while the high performing States of Florida, New York, and North 
Carolina have a comprehensive, integrated approach to transfer implemented by stronger State 
governance or coordinating mechanisms.  For example, the 16 public baccalaureate-granting 
institutions of North Carolina are part of the University of North Carolina and the State’s 58 public 
community colleges form the North Carolina Community College System governed by the State Board 
of Community Colleges.  In New York public community colleges are part of either the State University 
of New York or the City University of New York and thus report to the same governing board as the 4-
year institutions, which Wellman (2002: 39) says may facilitate transfer within those sectors.  However, 
Prager (1993: 551) found in her study that transfer within ‘dual sector’ institutions can be as difficult as 
transfer between segmented institutions.  
 
Wellman (2002: vii) also found that all 3 of the high performing States also use data better to improve 
transfer performance, including reporting to campuses about their performance relative to others.  This 
echoes Rifkin’s (1998: 6) finding that ‘Effective transfer programs benefit from a well-developed 
technical infrastructure that includes statewide student information and tracking systems, articulation 
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databases and research on transfer. The most effective programs have all three and often are found in 
states where higher education is closely coordinated at the state agency level . . .’  In contrast to the 
large differences in structures between the States, Wellman (2002: 39) found that ‘There is a good 
deal of commonality between the states on the academic policy side of the equation, as they have all 
adopted similar approaches to core curriculum, transfer of credit, remediation and testing, and 
statewide articulation agreements and course catalogues.’  However, she concluded that academic 
policy alone is not sufficient to achieve strong transfer. 
 
Conclusion 
 
The results reported here show that having a unified higher education sector does not of itself provide 
strong student transfer from short-cycle sub-degree programs: quite the contrary.  Indeed, following 
Clark (1983: 52) the single most effective measure a government may take to improve student transfer 
may be to reintroduce or reinforce the formal segmentation of higher education into tiers or sectors 
since this would reduce institutions’ perceived need to differentiate themselves informally, including by 
different student admissions policies and practices.  However, maximising student transfer is unlikely 
to be the most important reason for governments’ structuring of higher education so it is worth 
considering what else governments may do to improve student transfer.  Merely having a policy 
promoting student transfer is not effective.  Also apparently largely ineffectual are government policies 
on academic matters such as admissions standards, curriculum requirements, articulation and credit 
transfer.  Strong student transfer in the US seems to be associated with strong higher education 
coordinating commissions or State-wide governance boards that use robust data to monitor 
performance on student transfer.   
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