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Abstract
In this paper we analyse the hierarchical field of 
schools across the United Kingdom during the 
transition to university and suggest that there are five 
socially distinct clusters of schools. Our five-cluster 
typology of UK schools is composed of an established 
group of elite private and state schools, schools for 
the white rural and suburban middle class, schools 
serving the (post-)industrial and predominantly white 
working class in small towns, multi-racial middle 
and working-class schools and super-diverse state 
schools of the precarious working class. To produce 
this typology, we used Higher Education Statistics 
Authority data to create aggregate pseudo-school 
populations from university students who would have 
been in their final year of school or college between 
2014/15 and 2017/18. Unlike previous analyses of UK 
school segregation that focus on Free School Meals, 
we use actual parental social class data to enable more 
granular analysis of class and occupation. We use 
principal components analysis, followed by clustering 
techniques, to examine how institutional inequalities 
between schools intersect with uneven geographies 
of class and race across the United Kingdom. We 
suggest that there are more complex hierarchies 
that move beyond historical binary perspectives on 
schooling as selective/comprehensive, private/state, 
working/middle class. Our findings suggest two major 
contributions to how we understand inequalities and 
hierarchies between schools. First, we find a more 
complex, geographically varied and socially and 
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INTRODUCTION

The uneven and unequal systems of schooling across England, Wales, Scotland and 
Northern Ireland are riven by historic and deep-seated divisions of class, ethnicity, religion 
and gender. Sixty years on from the major period of comprehensive school reform across 
England, Scotland and Wales, we review the hierarchy of schooling across the four nations 
of the United Kingdom. This paper moves beyond looking at school segregation alone and 
instead explores the clustering of schools by class, race and parental education across 
different geographies and formal systems of schooling. Our analysis develops earlier work 
on the way geography influences the social composition of schools (Butler & Hamnett, 2007) 
and extends this work by providing a full typology of most UK schools.

We explore these dynamics in the transition to university as we use higher education (HE) 
data from the Higher Education Statistics Authority (HESA) to examine school intakes. Our 
typology thus best represents schools and colleges in the 16–18 phase, with significant pro-
gression to university. These data allow us unique insights into the composition of individual 

ethnically distinctive multipartite system of schooling 
across England, Scotland, Wales and Northern 
Ireland. Second, viewed from a geographical 
perspective, our findings suggest there is a spatial 
division of schooling across the United Kingdom. 
Our typology combines an institutional lens on the 
school system with a geographical understanding 
of how local geographies of race and class shape 
schools and colleges in ways that transcend as well 
as reinforce national or regional boundaries.

K E Y W O R D S
race, schools, social class, stratification

Key insights

What is the main issue that the paper addresses?

Schools across the United Kingdom are known to be segregated by social class 
and ethnicity. Inequalities between schools are influenced by local geography and 
reforms to school types. This paper produces a typology of secondary schools 
depending on students' ethnicity and parental social class.

What are the main insights that the paper provides?

The paper suggests that there are five socially distinct clusters of schools. These 
clusters are found across the United Kingdom, emphasising how local geographies 
of class and race create differences between schools. Sixty years on from the 
introduction of comprehensive schools, inequalities between different types of 
schools have persisted and mutated.
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       |  3TYPOLOGY OF SCHOOLS ACROSS THE United Kingdom

schools by parental social class, across the United Kingdom and including private schools. 
We return to advantages and limitations with our data below.

Rather than focusing on school segregation exclusively, we use principal components 
analysis (PCA) to explore how hierarchies of schools are constructed by the combined dis-
tribution of class, race and parental education. We draw on our earlier work (Forsberg, 2018; 
Gamsu & Donnelly, 2021) to develop a relational approach to exploring hierarchies between 
schools that operate across four different formal systems of education and yet share sim-
ilar intakes in terms of race and class. We see this as a way of understanding what Raffe 
et al. (1999, p. 16) refer to as the common ‘social relations and contexts’ of schooling across 
Scotland, Wales, England and Northern Ireland. Education is a devolved matter and schools 
are organised through politically and administratively distinct systems but they ‘interact with 
an economy which is integrated and organised at a UK level’ (Raffe et al., 1999, p. 16). 
Whilst the histories of these national education systems are distinctive (Phillips,  2003), 
shared structural changes in social relations and the structure of capitalism across the 
United Kingdom make it important to explore how social class, race and geography com-
bine to position schools within institutional hierarchies that may have more in common than 
we might expect.

De-industrialisation, the preservation of forms of selective and fee-paying elite schooling, 
the geographies of post-war Commonwealth migration, the growth of financial services—
these structural processes have distinct local geographies that transcend national and re-
gional boundaries within the United Kingdom. Are there schools that share a similar set of 
relations to social structures across these borders? Our focus here is on exploring how the 
institutional hierarchies of schools are co-constituted with local structures of race and class 
to create complex geographies of social reproduction through education that both converge 
and diverge within and between nations and regions.

We understand the overlapping phenomena of institutional hierarchy and the geogra-
phies of race and class through the Bourdieusian lens of institutional field (Bourdieu, 1996), 
combined with work on spatialised social relations (Massey,  1995; Urry,  1981). There is 
also a temporal dimension to the evolution of hierarchies and inequalities between schools, 
which we discuss below, combining Massey's  (1995) and Courtney's  (2015) use of geo-
logical metaphors. We see the institutional field of schools as intrinsically and unavoidably 
shaped by locally mediated histories of schooling and the geographies of class and race, 
which combine to shape school composition. PCA methods allow us to explore latent struc-
tures and hierarchies within the school system during the transition to university, mapping 
out, in the first results section, the field of schooling across the four nations of the United 
Kingdom in the first section of our analysis/results.

In the second results section we apply hierarchical clustering methods to our PCA to 
suggest a typology of schooling contextualised by local, regional and national geographies. 
Our aim is not simply to analyse the institutional hierarchy of schooling but to reveal how 
the spatial dimensions of institutional dominance are structured by the geographies of race 
and class. This approach parallels and draws on cluster analyses of higher education that 
have been used to suggest typologies and analyse the institutional stratification and status 
of universities (Boliver, 2015; Zarifa & Davies, 2018).

Whereas most UK studies examine inequalities in school intakes by analysing deprivation 
as measured by Free School Meal (FSM) segregation, our research seeks to break new 
ground by bringing in parental education and social class. We use data on university entrants 
to include parental social class and university attendance on a large scale. This provides a 
more nuanced understanding of hierarchy and inequality between schools across the United 
Kingdom. The major subgroup of the Standard Occupational Classification, as a supplemen-
tary variable, allows us to look at smaller class fractions' presence across different schools. 
Our operationalisation of social class thus draws on a ‘big class’ model of neo-Weberian 
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class analysis, with its emphasis on employment status (Erikson & Goldthorpe, 1992). We 
also explore micro-class, occupational distinctions to understand the differentiation within 
classes (Weeden & Grusky, 2005). These two dimensions of social class allow far greater 
nuance and subtlety in exploring how class combines with institutional hierarchies of school-
ing that vary spatially across the United Kingdom.

However, using HESA data comes with important limitations. The classification of schools 
we present here is effectively a typology of schools at 16–18, which is most representative 
of de-facto feeder institutions sending significant student cohorts to university. We do find 
(see below) that social class data for our schools are well correlated with the proportion of 
students aged 16 and below eligible for FSM. Nonetheless, this still does not allow us to 
analyse the missing data for those not progressing to university, so our typology is likely to 
be more representative of schools with more affluent intakes, with greater university partic-
ipation. We address this further below in the data section.

Our data also enable an analysis of proxies of school intakes across the four nations of 
the United Kingdom, which is unusual. Furthermore, HESA data unlock the secret garden 
of the socio-economic intake of individual private schools, which is otherwise inaccessible. 
These data allow us to explore the presence of parents in elite/upper middle-class occupa-
tions and in intermediate, lower middle-class and technical/skilled working-class occupa-
tions who are absent from deprivation-focused FSM measures. We believe that our analysis 
casts new light on more granular formations of class and race throughout the school system. 
We now provide a review of the literature on school segregation before illustrating how com-
bining a Bourdieusian framing of field with a geographical understanding of race and class 
allows an alternative means of conceptualising hierarchical inequalities between schools.

LITERATURE REVIEW AND THEORETICAL 
CONSIDERATIONS

Social segregation in schools

Quantitative literature examining the unequal social composition or intake differences 
between schools has principally focused on school segregation. School segregation lies 
at the intersection of policy and funding, the shape of national, regional and local social 
structure, culture and economy and the micro-negotiation of this at family level (Perry 
et al., 2023, pp. 3–4). Analysing the social segregation of school intakes thus feeds into 
debates around school types, the intersection of residential and educational segregation, 
school choice policies and is a key means to understand changing inequalities over time and 
across geographical space.

Within the United Kingdom, Martínez-Garrido et al. (2020) find lower segregation across 
both state and private schools in Scotland and to a lesser extent Wales as well. Schools in 
England and Northern Ireland have higher segregation. Private schooling also makes a par-
ticularly large contribution to higher school segregation in England and Scotland compared 
to the other countries, with significant private school systems (Jenkins et al., 2008, p. 29).1 
Johnson argued that the characteristic ‘constraining condition’ of English education has 
been differentiation—covert and overt forms of selection maintaining and accentuating insti-
tutional hierarchy and social division (Johnson, 1989, pp. 97–98). From the 1960s, compre-
hensivisation accelerated, ending the selective tripartite system of secondary schooling and 
phasing out academically selective grammar and technical schools across most of England, 
all of Scotland and Wales, but not Northern Ireland.

However, the advent of comprehensive schooling across most of the United Kingdom did 
not end inequalities between schools. Patterns of institutional hierarchy, segregation and 

 14693518, 0, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://bera-journals.onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1002/berj.70006 by U

ppsala U
niversity L

ibrary, W
iley O

nline L
ibrary on [07/08/2025]. See the T

erm
s and C

onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w
iley.com

/term
s-and-conditions) on W

iley O
nline L

ibrary for rules of use; O
A

 articles are governed by the applicable C
reative C

om
m

ons L
icense



       |  5TYPOLOGY OF SCHOOLS ACROSS THE United Kingdom

differentiation have been exacerbated by partially retaining grammar schools in England 
(Gorard & Siddiqui, 2018), as well as the ongoing association between higher house prices 
and unequal school attainment (Gingrich & Ansell, 2014) and school choice policies (Gewirtz 
et al., 1995; Greaves, 2024). Neoliberal school reform, particularly school choice and forms of 
school ‘autonomy’, have been sharper and more elaborate in England compared to elsewhere 
in the United Kingdom (Coldron et al., 2010; West, 2023). However, that does not mean that 
school systems in Scotland, Wales or Northern Ireland are non-hierarchical. Scotland retains 
many private schools (Forbes & Weiner, 2015) and even in the entirely non-selective Scottish 
state system, movement towards greater equality between secondary schools has been very 
gradual (Paterson, 2022). Northern Ireland retains grammar schools, which effectively segre-
gate along sectarian/religious grounds as well as class, creating stubborn inequalities in attain-
ment (Borooah & Knox, 2017; Brown et al., 2021; Gardner, 2016). Compared to England, Welsh 
schools have lower segregation (Taylor & Gorard, 2001, p. 1832) and fewer private schools 
(Gorard, 1996), though there is social class differentiation in intakes for Welsh-language schools 
(Jones, 2017). Parental social class has more rarely been the focus of school segregation re-
search, and papers have acknowledged difficulties with data (Croxford & Paterson, 2006) or 
have relied on small samples per school (Martínez-Garrido et al., 2020).

More detailed geographical scales of analysis have also been used in these analyses. 
Boterman's (2019) analysis of socio-economic and ethnic segregation across different Dutch 
cities and towns provides a much more geographically nuanced understanding of educa-
tional segregation, highlighting the strong link between residential and school segregation. 
Residential and school segregation combine to stigmatise schools (Bernelius et al., 2021). 
Beneath the macro-scale analyses of school segregation are the real social and spa-
tial hierarchies of schooling, with parents of different ethnic, faith and social class back-
grounds negotiating these systems differently (Ball et al., 1995; Butler & Hamnett, 2011). As 
Boterman (2019) found in the Netherlands, institutional hierarchies or fields of schooling vary 
across the United Kingdom. London has a highly specific school system, which is both eth-
nically diverse and subject to specific forces of gentrification and hyper-selective elite state 
schools that are absent elsewhere (Bridge, 2006; Butler & Robson, 2003; Gamsu, 2017, 
2018b).

The local and regional specificities of inequality between schools are obscured in studies 
of segregation that focus on macro-level data for all four home nations. By analysing indi-
vidual schools here, we seek to provide an understanding of hierarchies between schools 
that can mediate between the macro-national scales and the local. In doing so, we also 
draw from work by scholars of French school segregation (Oberti et al., 2012; Ramond & 
Oberti, 2022). In their analysis of Parisian schools, they use PCA combined with cluster 
analysis to explore school composition along lines of class and nationality, and the geog-
raphy of school hierarchies this creates. This study has been influential in France and has 
also been used to explore hierarchies in Athens (Spyrellis, 2015) but has until now not been 
replicated here.

Theorising institutional hierarchy: Bourdieu and field

We understand institutional hierarchies of schools through the lens of field combined with a 
spatial analysis of how geography shapes social structure, which in turn shapes institutional 
field. Bourdieu's field theory emphasised that actors, whether institutional or individual, were 
always positioned relative to the position of all other actors (Martin & Gregg,  2014, pp. 
42–43). Thus:
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… seemingly independent elements are interdependent in ways that give rise to 
an overall set of dynamics. Thus, the field emerges from the constant reciprocal 
adjustments of elements in relation to one another. 

(Köhler, 1929. In Martin & Gregg, 2014, p. 43)

Bourdieu applied Gestalt theory to the social world, defining field as a set of relational 
positions held by actors or institutions, in our case schools, with their hierarchical position 
or status determined by the possession of certain capitals (or not) that provide legitimacy 
and power (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992, pp. 97–99). Bourdieu and St Martin's application 
of field to the institutional hierarchies within French higher education is particularly rele-
vant here. As we do, they map the institutional position of universities looking principally at 
students' class background using geometric data analysis (GDA) techniques, in their case 
multiple correspondence analysis (Bourdieu, 1996, pp. 142–143). They use this to illustrate 
how French higher education is structured around two key divisions, firstly the division be-
tween the Grande porte of Parisian, academically selective Grandes Ecoles attended by the 
Parisian upper middle class/elite and the petite porte of the universities, newer provincial 
institutes and schools attending by more working and intermediate classes. The second 
dimension distinguishes between scientific or arts/culture-based studies and occupational 
backgrounds and a business or industrial/engineering-focused institution and occupational 
background.

Thinking through this lens provides a means of understanding how hierarchy and unequal 
positions between schools relates to the wider social structure and geography of social 
class and race across the United Kingdom. Viewed through the lens of curricula, examina-
tions and administrative structure, fields of schooling within the United Kingdom work at a 
home national scale. However, by emphasising the ways that geographies of race, class and 
economic change transcend national borders and shape school composition, our analysis 
provides a means of tentatively exploring whether we can think of a UK-wide field of school-
ing in relation to social composition.

Across the United Kingdom, schools are relationally situated—the presence of students of 
certain social classes or ethnicities in particular schools is inter-related and inter-dependent. 
Elite schools distort intakes across the school system—just under half the top income decile 
in the United Kingdom use private schools (Green et al., 2017, p. 28), removing themselves 
from state schools. Similarly, in English local authorities retaining grammar schools, 51% of 
children at the 90th percentile of wealth attend grammar schools, for the top 1% it is 79% 
(Burgess et al., 2018: 1383). High-attaining comprehensive schools take lower numbers of 
FSM students than lower-performing schools and are less representative of their catchment 
areas (Tang & Agarwal, 2024). Hierarchies of schooling are inter-dependent and relational: 
schools with elite academic reputations are likely to be dominated by the wealthy; lower-
attaining schools are disproportionately working-class.

These are systemic relations, schools' unequal positions in the field are partly determined 
by the unequal distribution of intakes, which forms our main focus here. Distortions in intake 
are a central element in the constitution of the field of schooling; classed and raced intake 
inequalities between schools beget hierarchies between schools. Frictions of class, race, 
gender and disability are channelled into the school system in ways that forge and repro-
duce hierarchy in the social structure for young people. Inequalities and hierarchies between 
schools are both a byproduct of, and a necessity for, social reproduction through education. 
Our choice of GDA methods allows us to map out key polarities in the field of schooling at a 
UK-wide level, which we refer to in the first section of the analysis. Thereafter, our focus is 
more on the typology of schools suggested by the cluster analysis, framing this with a lens 
that combines geography and education (Butler & Hamnett, 2007).
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       |  7TYPOLOGY OF SCHOOLS ACROSS THE United Kingdom

Combining field with geography: From the spatial division of labour 
to the spatial division of schooling

Schools are positioned within an institutional field of schools that is spatially varied, and 
the hierarchies themselves are relational through space. Schools can be locally, regionally 
or nationally dominant or dominated, reflecting the interweaving of educational history 
with distinctive geographical histories of class and economic development (Smith, 1982). 
The institutional position of schools is heavily determined by local and regional structures 
of class, race and gender that shape their intakes. The spatial distribution of classes, the 
structure of the economy (type of industry, stability of employment, levels of pay), the 
historic and current position of racialised minorities and women in the labour market—all 
of these combine to create local and sometimes regional social structures (Cooke, 1985; 
Jackson,  1992; Massey,  1995; McDowell & Massey,  1984). Massey's  (1995) work in 
particular explored how different regional patterns of capital accumulation shaped 
social class structures and regional divisions within the division of labour. Drawing on a 
geological metaphor, she described how spatial structures in particular regions developed 
cumulatively, producing layers of social, economic and cultural formations combining 
earlier and more recent ‘rounds of investment’:

The layers of history which are sedimented over time are not just economic; 
there are also cultural, political and ideological strata, layers which also have 
their local specificities. 

(Massey, 1995, p. 116)

Schools and colleges are a key element in the relational sedimentary spatial division of 
social structures. Courtney (2015, p. 802) also draws on geological metaphors to describe 
how, as ‘new forms of schooling [are created], older forms often survive de-privileged and 
discursively marginalised, resulting in an education “system” resembling rock strata’. These 
layers are never fully buried. The ‘faulting and folding’ (Courtney, 2015, p. 802) of school re-
form and its inconsistent, geographically varied implementation means that school types are 
preserved in some areas but absent from others; school types can also reappear or be rein-
vented to suit policy agendas. Massey (1995, pp. 321–322) herself argued that the ‘geologi-
cal metaphor’ should not be exaggerated, as this might occlude the relational nature of how 
regional distinctions are formed. Massey (1995, pp. 66–67) argued that if places should:

… be conceptualised in terms of the social interactions which they tie together, 
then it is also the case that these interactions themselves are not static. They are 
processes. One of the great one-liners in Marxist exchanges has for long been 
‘ah, but capital is not a thing, it's a process’. Perhaps this should be said also 
about places; that places are processes too.

Williams similarly argues that institutions are not ‘formed wholes’ but rather ‘forming and 
formative processes’, which are ‘present and moving… alive, active, “subjective”’ (Williams, 
1977, p. 128). This can also be applied to schools, to think about how they are living pro-
cesses being continually remade within wider social relations. The sediments of social and 
educational history are living relations that create distinct local configurations of experience, 
feeling and structure in schools. The geological metaphor that we are working with thus 
works best as a relational concept; living, interwoven social geologies that vary over space 
as well as time and which are continually being created, preserved, remade, buried and un-
covered. This relational layering and historical sedimentation shapes both the school system 
and the geographies of social structure in which schools are enmeshed.
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Our focus on how the geography of local structures of class and race permeates and 
structures hierarchies between schools provides us with a map of school types that is both 
institutional and geographical. We might think of schools as institutional nodes at the inter-
section between national/regional/local educational history and the spatial history of class, 
race, gender and the economy. Theoretically, our goal here is to map the intersection of the 
geography of social relations and schooling. Our typology is rooted in an analysis of how 
certain social classes, ethnic groups and parents, with or without a degree, are grouped and 
what this tells us, tentatively, is how the geographies of class and race across the United 
Kingdom suggest common and divergent social relations of schooling. Across very different 
geographies, schools share similar concentrations of parents drawn from white manage-
rial elites or conversely, precariously employed multi-racial workers in routine/semi-routine 
occupations. The ‘spatial distribution of class relations’ (Urry, 1981, p. 463) does not stop 
at national or regional borders; schools from radically different systems in far-flung neigh-
bourhoods or towns can share similar positions within the wider social relations produced 
by capitalism.

Our second results section thus explores how the uneven ‘spatial form of social power’ at 
the micro-scale of the school (Massey, 1995, p. 327), created by macro-patterning of uneven 
economic development across the United Kingdom, underpins hierarchies and inequalities 
between schools. Positions within an institutional field of schools are thus tied to the position 
of young people and their parents within the geographically uneven social relations created 
by capital. Schools are located in racialised local structures of stratification that mean young 
people grow up with radically different access to forms of social, cultural and economic 
power, as Davies and Donnelly (2024)2 show in relation to university and career aspirations. 
These social relations of schooling transcend national and regional boundaries, and our 
typology allows us to see how a type of school that is common and geographically concen-
trated in one area becomes an exception in another. What our typology maps then is how 
uneven development, and the unequal geographies of class and race that it creates, leads to 
clusters and hierarchies of schools across as well as between national and regional borders.

The transition between school and university is an important moment when class, re-
gional/national boundaries, historic patterns of spatial mobility and institutional hierarchies 
(both school and universities) combine (Donnelly & Gamsu, 2018; Gamsu & Donnelly, 2021). 
The multiple geographies of the field of schooling are placed sharply into focus precisely 
during the transition to university, as the mobility of students delineates how national and re-
gional geographies intersect with the HE system. At this point there is clear national compe-
tition for university places both within and across the four nations, and regional and national 
boundaries are reformed through the spatial (im-)mobilities of attending university (Donnelly 
& Gamsu, 2018; Gamsu & Donnelly, 2021). It is thus a particularly useful moment in which 
to explore how local geographies of race and class created by uneven development create 
similarities as well as differences across and between administrative borders. Our focus 
here is to map the uneven and unequal fields of schooling across the United Kingdom, and 
then to produce a typology of institutions across the United Kingdom.

A relational, spatial approach to understanding hierarchies of 
schools and colleges

This paper seeks to develop a new way of analysing and understanding inequalities between 
schools, drawing together concepts of institutional field and geography. We create a typology 
of schools suggesting that local geographies of race, class and schooling combine to create 
hierarchies of school composition that transcend regional and national boundaries. In doing 
so, we provide exploratory answers to the following questions:
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       |  9TYPOLOGY OF SCHOOLS ACROSS THE United Kingdom

1.	 How are schools across the United Kingdom stratified by their intakes and what 
does this tell us about the school systems of different nations and regions?

2.	What is the geographical patterning of this institutional hierarchy? Are certain types of 
school absent or more common in different parts of the country?

3.	Are there schools that share a similar set of relations to local social structures of race and 
class that transcend national boundaries?

The methods chosen—PCA and hierarchical clustering on principal components 
(HCPC)—are relational, with the interaction of different variables shaping the position in 
the field for each school or college in the analysis. This also reflects the way hierarchy is 
produced and lived within the school system, with the uneven geography of social structures 
enmeshed with local/institutional and national/system-wide histories of education.

DATA

The main measure used to examine socio-economic inequalities in school intakes in the 
United Kingdon, and especially England, has been FSM—provided to school children 
with low family income. This provides an advantageously reliable measure of low income/
deprivation over time, with segregation of FSM-eligible students recently found to be falling 
(Gorard, 2023). Several criticisms of FSM have also been proposed, namely that it misses 
significant numbers of young people from low-income families (Hobbs & Vignoles, 2007), 
and parental occupation (National Statistics Socio-Economic Classification, NS-SEC) 
and parental education explain slightly more variance in attainment at 16 than FSM (Ilie 
et al., 2017). Taylor (2018, p. 43) noted FSM's limits whilst arguing that it remains ‘a very 
good indicator’ of socio-economic disadvantage. Notwithstanding FSM's advantages, there 
remains a good case for looking at alternative variables to explore schools' social class 
composition in greater detail.

This study is unique in analysing samples of school populations using large-scale admin-
istrative data from the HESA, which includes NS-SEC data on parental class as opposed to 
FSM or another deprivation-based measure. Ilie et al. (2017, p. 268) specifically emphasise 
that one of the major obstacles to parental occupation/education is the collection of data 
at scale. To compare our parental NS-SEC data for students going to university with FSM 
data for all students, we looked at the correlation between ever-eligible FSM and the NS-
SEC percentages for the 1650 schools in England where FSM was readily accessible (see 
Figure 1).

This suggests that FSM data capture deprivation amongst the working class but fail to ac-
count for or accurately represent key distinctions between some social classes. The weak or 
near-zero correlations with intermediate occupations and lower supervisory/technical roles 
further indicate that FSM does not adequately capture the full spectrum of social stratification. 
By incorporating NS-SEC data, we move beyond a binary deprivation measure, enabling a 
more nuanced, granular understanding of schools' social class composition. Relying on HE 
data presents a partial picture and is likely to miss more working-class students who do not 
immediately progress to university after 16–18 education. However, these distinctions of 
social class in education would otherwise be invisible and are worthy of further exploration.

Our analyses only capture data on school/college intake for university students. Descriptive 
summary data for the institutions analysed can be seen in Tables 1 and 2, which also explain 
the variable names. The full sample is 3294 institutions across the United Kingdom, out 
of an estimated 4003 mainstream state or private providers of 16–18 education (England, 
3213; Wales, 171; Scotland, 465; Northern Ireland, 166). This excludes studio, prison, hos-
pital and special schools but includes further education (FE) colleges. Our sample is thus a 
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reasonable proportion of schools/colleges with 16–18 provision. We aggregate proxies for 
school ‘populations’ for two cohorts of all undergraduate students aged between 17 and 20 
in 2017/18 and 2018/19; 17 is the earliest most students can start university and primarily 
applies in Scotland, students aged 21 or over have their own occupation used to estimate 
their social class so we exclude them. We excluded institutions with <50 students attending 
university, so institutions with very small 16–18/19 provision are absent. This creates aggre-
gate samples of students who attended school or college together but over different years; 
students' last year of school would have been between 2014/15 and 2017/18. Figures for 
students attending university from different school types are readily available for England 
over this period, with the mean percentage of all students in their final year being 59.25% 
for independent schools, 59.75% for state schools and 39.75% for FE colleges (Department 
for Education, 2017, 2018, 2019, 2020). Our sample populations thus have significant miss-
ingness, which will be more notable for colleges. These are notable limitations of our data, 
and future analyses should explore the limits of such data and how they can be improved.

Moreover, this initial analysis does not allow us to account for the effect of selection at age 
16. De-facto academic selection exists on entry to 16–18 education particularly in school 
sixth forms and some sixth form colleges. In England, around 40% of students aged 16 do 
not achieve a grade 4 and above in English and maths, and these lower attainers are more 
likely to be boys, FSM eligible and/or have special educational needs (Velthuis et al., 2018). 
These learners are more likely to attend a FE college and only around 8% of these students 
progressed to university (Velthuis et al., 2018). It is beyond the scope of this study to adjust 
for their absence and under-representation, though it may be possible for future studies to 
achieve this by combining datasets. The UK-wide nature of this analysis also makes this 
more difficult due to issues with institution identifier variables and availability of different 
administrative datasets.

METHODS

PCA allows us to explore how schools are positioned according to their characteristics. 
Where we have more than two continuous variables, a simple scatterplot will not allow us 
to examine relationships between many variables (Carlson, 2017, p. 265). However, PCA al-
lows us to explore the inter-relationship of multiple variables simultaneously. This works by 
deriving variables called principal components (PCs), which transform the original scores 
across multiple variables to maximise the amount of variance explained; repeated until all 
the variance is explained. The PCs can be understood by examining the contribution of vari-
ables to the PC (Bro & Smilde, 2014, p. 2820). Each PC helps suggest the structure of the 

F I G U R E  1   Correlation between FSM eligibility in 2017 and calculated NS-SEC values for a large subset of 
schools and colleges in the study.
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data, allowing us to understand the hierarchies and groupings within. Taking the first two to 
four PCs will often explain the largest amount of variance; this also generally corresponds 
to the cut-off/‘elbow’ point where the proportion of variance explained by each PC drops 
considerably (Nguyen & Holmes, 2019).

Here the active variables we use to construct the PCs are the basic demographic data 
available in the HESA Student Record. This includes parental social class (NS-SEC), educa-
tion (parents with/without degree) and ethnicity. We also included gender as an active vari-
able in another version of the analysis. This allowed us to distinguish between the clusters of 
elite girls' and boys' schools, which carry significant distinctions (Worth et al., 2023). In the 
UK-level data, we do not have a school type variable indicating co-education or single-sex 
schooling that likely underpins the results. For this reason, and to avoid overlapping clusters 
(see below), we dropped SexID as an active variable. These core demographic variables 
are the only active variables in the PCA. Further variables relating to education, school 
type or geography are included as supplementary quantitative and qualitative variables. 
Supplementary variables can also be included in PCA (Lê et al., 2008, p. 3). They do not 
contribute to the construction of the PCs but are projected into the space, structured by the 
active variables, using the same method for continuous variables. These supplementary 
quantitative variables are listed in Table 2. For categorical supplementary variables for each 
PC, we calculate the position of the ‘mean individual’ for schools with certain characteris-
tics (regions, private/state/other—HESA's default UK-wide school type classification, school 
geodemographic neighbourhood type measured by Output Area Classification [OAC] for 
2011).

Before the PCA we transformed and standardised the active variables for the analysis. 
PCA is particularly sensitive to outliers (Chen et al., 1996, p. 3563); normalisation and stan-
dardisation are thus common (Baxter, 1995). As most variables are positively skewed but 
also contain large numbers of zeros, the inverse hyperbolic sine (IHS) transformation was 
used for most variables. We used parallel analysis (Franklin et al., 1995) to indicate how 
many PCs were statistically significant (see Appendix 1, available online).3 This suggested 
that four PCs should be analysed. A scree/elbow plot showing the percentage variance ex-
plained by PCs 1–10 is provided in Appendix 2 (available online). We focus on the first two 
PCs below, with a very brief discussion of PC3 and PC4, for which the equivalent graphs are 
provided in our online supporting information (Appendices 7–14).

In addition to PCA, we applied HCPC using k-means clustering and gap statistic tech-
niques to identify the relevant number of clusters to interpret. We selected five clusters on 
the basis that a gap statistic analysis (Tibshirani et al., 2001) of the HCPC results suggested 
that five clusters was optimal (see Figure 2a). Colleagues familiar with this technique (Oberti 
et al., 2012) also recommended avoiding overlaps between clusters, which contributed to 
choosing five clusters and removing gender/SexID from both the analyses. HCPC is an ag-
glomerative approach that starts with each observation as a separate cluster at the bottom 
of a cluster tree. As we move up the hierarchy, pairs of clusters are systematically merged 
until only the most significant clusters remain in terms of within-cluster and between-cluster 
variance. The details of the HCPC approach are described further below.

RESULTS 1: UNDERSTANDING THE FIELD OF 
SCHOOLING —PCA

Figure 2a,b allow us to begin to unpick and map the hierarchies within the field of schooling 
across the United Kingdom using the first two components, which account for 29.6% (PC1, 
x-axis) and 19.8% (PC2, y-axis) of variability. What is key to interpreting the graphs is to 
understand that the two axes across these figures (and the cluster analysis below) are the 
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16  |      GAMSU and FORSBERG

F I G U R E  2   (a) Graph showing contribution of active variables to PC1 and PC2. (b) Mapping institutional 
hierarchy: graph of individual schools on PC1 and PC2 (Cos2 indicates how well each individual is represented 
by the principal components).
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       |  17TYPOLOGY OF SCHOOLS ACROSS THE United Kingdom

same. Figure 2a shows the active quantitative variables included in this analysis, namely 
parental class (NS-SEC), ethnicity and parental higher education. The longer and redder 
the line is, the stronger the contribution to the PC; the shorter and bluer the line is, the 
weaker the contribution. The graphs for supplementary quantitative and qualitative variables 
are referred to below and are provided in online supporting information (Appendices 3–6). 
Figure 2b shows the map of individuals, that is the schools and colleges, with the cosine2 

F I G U R E  3   (a) Graph of individual schools in PC3 and PC4 gap statistic analysis of the first four PCs 
to calculate the optimum number of clusters. (b) Graph of inertia (between and within cluster) explained by 
different numbers of clusters. (c) HCPC—all schools in the United Kingdom.
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18  |      GAMSU and FORSBERG

value giving an indication of how well represented these values are by these two PCs (the 
higher and redder the value, the better the fit).

We can use these graphs to understand how class, ethnicity and parental education 
come together to shape institutional hierarchies across and between the nations and re-
gions of the United Kingdom. The contribution of the different active variables to the PCs can 
be explored further in our online supporting material (Appendices 5 and 6).

Moving around the graph (Figure 2b) quadrant by quadrant, we can begin to map out the 
United Kingdom's unequal field of schooling at the post-16–18 phase amongst those attend-
ing university. Beginning in the top left and moving anticlockwise, schools located in this 
position have high proportions of parents in higher managerial and professional occupations 
(NS-SEC1) with university education. These are schools that are highly homogeneous in 
terms of social class (sechhi) (see Appendix 3). They also tend to have higher percentages 
of elite socio-occupational groups—managing directors, lawyers and financial profession-
als, scientists and doctors and those working in culture media and sports. These schools 
also have higher proportions of students studying at Oxbridge or other Russell Group uni-
versities. They also send higher percentages of students to study medicine, history and 
philosophy and to a lesser extent languages, art and physics. This suggests far greater 
freedom of degree subject choice amongst schools with the most affluent intake. These are 

F I G U R E  3    (Continued)
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       |  19TYPOLOGY OF SCHOOLS ACROSS THE United Kingdom

primarily private schools across several regions, with a preponderance of schools in South-
East England.

Continuing anticlockwise in Figure 2b, we can see how this data and our methods allow 
us to detect more subtle distinctions in intakes. Schools in the bottom left are ethnically ho-
mogeneous and overwhelmingly white, located in certain more rural or peripheral regions of 
England or Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland. Many of the schools are in ‘Rural Residents’ 
OAC 2011 neighbourhoods, emphasising the intersection of rurality, race and class. These 
are also schools with a higher percentage of parents from lower managerial and professional 
occupations (NS-SEC2), suggesting that simply referring to private, grammar or affluent com-
prehensive or selective sixth form schools/colleges as ‘middle class’ obscures distinctions be-
tween elite or upper middle-class (NS-SEC1) school choice from some of the less highly paid 
or prestigious middle-class occupations (NS-SEC2). Closer to the y-axis are schools located 
in less affluent, predominantly white OAC neighbourhoods, hard-pressed living or constrained 
city dwellers, which aligns with locations in regions like North-East England or Northern Ireland.

Crossing over to the bottom right, we find schools with high percentages of students 
from lower social class groups. Closer to the y-axis are schools with higher percentages 
of students with parents in intermediate (NS-SEC3) or lower supervisory occupations (NS-
SEC5). Moving further round to the right we find schools with higher percentages of parents 
from semi-routine/routine occupations (NS-SEC6/7), as well as students whose parents are 
unemployed (NS-SEC8). These are working-class schools and their students who attend 
university tend to choose subjects including computer science, biosciences and commu-
nications. Looking at the sub-major occupational groups, we can see the presence of high 
percentages of parents working in care, retail/sales and leisure, as well as skilled construc-
tion, mechanical or electrical work.

Finally, we come to the top right where we find the super-diverse schools, disproportion-
ately found in London. These schools are in neighbourhoods of large conurbations with 
denser population, higher ethnic diversity and higher than average unemployment at the 
2011 census. These are schools with the highest percentages of students from all the dif-
ferent racially minoritised backgrounds recorded by the HESA. Interestingly, many parents 
have missing/unclassified social class backgrounds, which reflects wider issues with how 
race and class intersect and how this is recorded (Virdee, 2006). A higher percentage of stu-
dents choose business and administrative subjects and law, in contrast to schools in the top 
left, where high percentages of parents work in elite positions in finance, law and business. 
There is a contradiction here between the vocational subject choice of working-class, racially 
diverse students whose parents are largely not lawyers, whilst the children of lawyers and 
bankers opt for a wider variety of less vocational degree subjects.

PC3 and PC4 were also significant. We provide a more detailed analysis in our on-
line supporting material (Appendices 7–14) and simply summarise the key findings here. 
They suggest at least three further subgroupings of schools: bespoke, ‘crammer’/tutorial-
style private schools often used by international students, perhaps from the ‘global middle 
class’ (Ball & Nikita, 2014); a distinctive group of working-class (NS-SEC4), predominantly 
Pakistani and Bangladeshi-heritage young people in Bradford and East London; and certain 
grammar schools attended by middle-class British Indians in parts of London, Slough and 
Birmingham.

RESULTS 2: FIVE SOCIALLY DISTINCT CLUSTERS OF 
SCHOOLS ACROSS THE UNITED KINGDOM

To increase the precision in our analysis of the field of schooling across the United Kingdom 
we performed HCPC, which, by default, applies the Ward clustering method on Euclidean 
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distances, derived from an agglomerative approach to cluster both active and supplementary 
quantitative variables considering the total variance of the first four dimensions of the PCA. 
We applied k-means clustering and gap statistic measures to estimate the optimal number 
of clusters. However, in determining the optimal number of clusters (k), we also considered 
the interpretable and practical sociological value. After evaluating the results of different 
K values and the gap statistic (Figure 3a), and also exploring between and within-cluster 
variance (Figure  3b), we found that five clusters provided a meaningful, sociologically 
insightful partitioning whilst limiting overlaps between clusters (Figure  3c). In the online 
supplementary material, there are tables for significant categorical and quantitative variables 
characterising each cluster (Cluster1_categ_table, Cluster1_quant_table, etc.). Unlike in the 
PCA, supplementary and active variables are not separated. These provide v-test values, 
which indicate ‘a “standardized” deviation between the mean of those individuals with the 
category q and the general average’ (Husson et al., 2011, p. 151). We draw on these tables 
in our summaries below. Figure 3c shows the five clusters in the plane of PC1 and PC2 (see 
Figure 2a,b). With permission from the HESA, we also name certain schools that represent 
or deviate from the clusters in important ways. In doing so, we agree with Walford's (2005, 
p. 90) arguments on the importance of carefully naming schools to understand schools' 
historical, geographical and social context.

Cluster 1—Established elite schools of the upper middle class

Cluster 1 (n = 552) is formed of well-known, historic elite private schools (82% of the cluster) 
and a minority of elite state schools. These schools are socially homogeneous, dominated 
by parents in high managerial/professional jobs (NS-SEC1) and with university degrees, and 
more likely to send young people to Oxbridge or other Russell Group universities to study 
medicine/dentistry or history and philosophy. Within NS-SEC1, there are high percentages of 
lawyers and media professionals, an occupational group that is strongly associated with this 
cluster, as well as substantial representation amongst other elite occupational groups. The 
paragon school closest to the centre of this cluster (Husson et al., 2010; Lozano et al., 2019) 
is Eton College; other schools close to the centre are prestigious but less famous institutions, 
including Kelvinside Academy in Scotland, Merchant Taylors' Girls School and Brighton 
College. Those schools that are furthest from the centre include the crammer, international 
student-oriented private schools discussed above; this grouping likely explains the strong 
association between ‘unknown’ and Chinese ethnicities within this cluster. State schools in 
this cluster are largely remaining grammar schools, former private schools that converted to 
be state-funded, state boarding schools or ‘comprehensive’ schools in affluent areas. Even 
in Scotland, where support for the egalitarian aims of comprehensive schooling remains 
strong (Phillips, 2003), 10 Scottish ‘comprehensive’ schools are part of this cluster, including 
Cults Academy, which has 56% of students from NS-SEC1—the highest percentage for any 
state school in the United Kingdom, and the 16th highest overall. The significant state subset 
within this predominantly private school cluster suggests that the state school ‘systems’ of 
the United Kingdom remain highly polarised and segmented—comprehensive school reform 
was never truly completed. Geographically, certain regions dominate: 28% of the cluster is 
in South-East England, followed by London (15%), East England (12%) and South-West 
England (10%). There are just two schools in this cluster in Northern Ireland (Methodist and 
Campbell Colleges); Wales has 13 (all private, with the exception of Cardiff High School); 
North-East England has 10 (only one not a private school, King's Priory, although this was 
private until 2013); and Scotland, in contrast, has 40 schools (7% of the cluster). The other 
English regions lie in between. This underlines the distinctive geography of elite schooling 
in the United Kingdom, which is predominantly Southern English, alongside distinct patterns 
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of elite schooling in Scotland (Gamsu, 2020; Gamsu & Donnelly, 2021). The education of 
‘British’ elites, defined here as senior professionals and managers (i.e., NS-SEC1), creates 
schools that are distributed unevenly but share similarities in intake and role as feeders for 
Oxbridge and particular subjects that transcend national or regional boundaries.

Cluster 2—The leafy suburban and rural state schools of the white 
middle class

Cluster 2 (n = 917) suggests the distinctions between the state-schooled middle class and 
more elite occupational strata. This grouping of schools is strongly defined by the presence 
of lower managerial/professional occupations (NS-SEC2); they are homogeneously white 
with education professionals (both schools and universities) strongly present. Protective 
Service Occupations (police and military) are more likely to be present in this cluster. There 
is still a notable presence of NS-SEC1 parents in this cluster but this is a weaker association 
(lower v test and lower mean in category scores). Parents are also likely to be university 
educated but less so than in Cluster 1. The cluster is also overwhelmingly state schools, 
with a significant number of grammar schools, particularly those in rural English counties 
(e.g., Lincolnshire, Kent) or in Northern Ireland. What this suggests here is that there may 
be a substantive sociological distinction between the elite or upper middle-class parental 
choice for established private schools and certain elite ‘super-state’ schools (Gamsu, 2018a, 
2018b), and white middle-class parents opting for suburban and rural comprehensives 
and grammar schools. The intersection of race, class and place here is worthy of further 
research, and the location of these in ‘Suburbanite’ (28%) and ‘Rural Resident’ (15%) 
geodemographic neighbourhoods underlines the intersection of whiteness, class and the 
rural/suburban (Mace, 2019). Typical schools for this cluster include Crompton House CofE 
School in Shaw, a white middle-class village on the edge of Oldham, or Carre's Grammar 
School in Lincolnshire. Geographically, just over a fifth of these schools are in Scotland 
(55% of Scottish schools), while South-West England (40% of SW schools), Wales (40% of 
Welsh schools) and Northern Ireland (35% of NI schools) also have a significant presence. 
Unsurprisingly, London schools are under-represented, with just five schools (including two 
Jewish state schools, a partially selective Catholic school and two schools in suburban 
South-West London). Schooling is underpinned by geographies of race and class and, 
in many areas of the United Kingdom, middle-class schools remain substantially white 
(Byrne, 2009; Rollock et al., 2014). This is not true in London (or in all cities) but at least for 
the cohorts analysed here, substantial differences remain.

Cluster 3—Peripheral (post-)industrial white working-class schools

Cluster 3 (n = 822) consists of state schools located on the peripheries of large cities, in 
small towns and some rural areas. Clear majorities of schools in Northern Ireland (63%) 
and North-East England (56%) are in this cluster; Wales (45%), Yorkshire (38%), Scotland 
(30%), North-West England (34%) and the East Midlands (29%) also have significant propor-
tions of their schools in this cluster. By contrast, London has only one school here. These 
schools are overwhelmingly and quite homogeneously white, with a strong presence of 
lower-supervisory (NS-SEC5) and routine (NS-SEC7) occupations. Looking at the sub-
major SOC groups, skilled construction workers, factory workers and skilled metal/electric 
workers are over-represented here. These groups were particularly located in small (post-)
industrial towns, rural areas and peripheral working-class suburbs of large cities. These are 
white working-class schools in small towns in rural/coastal areas and peripheral/suburban 
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areas of large industrial cities. Deeside College in Connor's Quay on the Welsh border is 
one of the schools located at the centre of this cluster; it is a (post-)industrial, white working-
class town with a high proportion of process and machine plant operatives, perhaps reflect-
ing ongoing local steel production. Other paragon schools and FE colleges include those 
in the post-industrial coastal town of Hessle, near Hull, the seaside town of Prestatyn in 
North Wales, the former textile town of Trowbridge and the area of Fife in Scotland. Some 
of the schools that overlap with Cluster 2 likely include some of the rural/small-town gram-
mar schools in Northern Ireland, similar but non-selective schools in Wales and a handful 
of English grammar schools in working-class parts of coastal/rural Kent and Lincolnshire.

Cluster 4—Multi-racial middle and working-class state schools

Cluster 4 (n = 551) is composed of multi-racial schools located largely in London; South-East 
and East of England regions are also included here, though these are largely schools in 
London's periphery. About a fifth (22%) of schools in the West Midlands fall into this cluster; 
in contrast, North-East England, South-West England, Wales, Northern Ireland and Scotland 
all have very small numbers of schools in this cluster. In terms of ethnicity, young people of 
mixed, Indian, Asian other, Black African, Black Caribbean and all other racially minoritised 
backgrounds are over-represented, with higher mean scores in this category compared to 
the overall mean across the data. In terms of social class, this cluster represents a more 
mixed picture, with the strongest v-test values for NS-SEC3 intermediate occupations, which 
includes ‘intermediate’ administrative, engineering, sales and other jobs. More specifically, 
there is an over-representation of transport workers and caring occupations (animal care, 
childcare and wider social care). In social class terms then, these schools include both 
working-class and more middle/lower middle-class families. Paragon schools for this 
cluster include a sixth form college in the west of Nottingham, Bilborough College, Beths 
Grammar School, a diverse Outer London grammar school, and schools serving multi-racial 
neighbourhoods in Northampton and Stevenage. Institutions located close to the y-axis, and 
in some cases overlapping with Cluster 1, are a group of highly selective grammar schools, 
multi-racial private schools, comprehensive schools with a significant middle-class intake 
and some sought-after faith schools. This includes Outer London grammar schools like 
Henrietta Barnet or The Latymer School, as well as private schools like Christ's Hospital 
and the Royal Grammar School Wolverhampton. These schools illustrate the rise of a 
multi-racial middle class within some established, historically white, middle-class schools 
(Gamsu, 2018b) and reflect wider dynamics of racialisation and middle-class formation in 
Britain (Meghji, 2017; Rollock et al., 2014; Saini, 2022).

Cluster 5—Super-diverse state schools of the precarious 
working class

London's schools are highly distinctive and 60% of the schools in this cluster (n = 452) 
are found in the capital. West Midlands schools, including Birmingham, make up the next 
biggest proportion (15% of the cluster). In contrast, North-East England, Wales, Scotland 
and Northern Ireland have very few schools of this type (other English regions have 
20–41 schools in the cluster). These are highly racially diverse schools, with the cluster 
characterised by schools with high proportions of Black African, Caribbean, other ethnicity, 
Bangladeshi, Black other and Pakistani-heritage young people. Clusters 4 and 5 suggest 
how London's ‘superdiversity’, identified by Vertovec  (2007), is represented in the school 
system and how it is subtly variegated by race and class. Parental class and occupation 
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are characterised by higher percentages of NS-SEC6 semi-routine occupations and more 
specifically by transport workers, unemployed status, elementary administration and service 
occupations (including security and cleaning work). Most parents of young people in these 
schools also do not have HE experience. This cluster includes high-profile state schools like 
Mossbourne, London Academy for Excellence and Brampton Manor, which are associated 
with very high attainment amongst working-class, racially minoritised students, success 
at entry to elite universities, selective entry to sixth form and strict discipline (Kulz, 2013; 
Weale, 2019). The intersection between neoliberal school reform and changes in school 
population is complex (Thomson & Lupton, 2017). These schools are also free schools or 
early academies, providing some indication of how neoliberal school reform has reshaped 
school hierarchies in some places. Statistically, schools at the centre of this cluster include 
the Warren School and Uxbridge High School in outer East and West London, respectively, 
and Chalk Hills Academy in Luton. These are schools with high proportions of children on 
FSM and with English as a second language. It is notable that the schools which are most 
distant from the centre of this cluster include the same schools highlighted (see discussion 
of PC3/PC4) as a distinctive group of schools in Bradford and parts of East London, with 
working-class Bangladeshi and Pakistani families. This underlines the significant social and 
spatial clustering of schools even within the five groups we identify here.

DISCUSSION: MULTIPARTITE SYSTEMS AND THE SPATIAL 
DIVISION OF SCHOOLING

In this paper we offer a new approach to analysing hierarchies of schooling across the 
United Kingdom. Using PCA methods we show not only how schools are segregated but 
also how relational hierarchies of schools are created that stratify schools by class and 
race in ways that both transcend and reinforce regional or national boundaries. In mapping 
out the institutional field of schooling of students during the transition to university, we find 
a complex, fragmented and hierarchical spatial division of schooling with five clusters of 
schools spread across the nations and regions of the United Kingdom and Northern Ireland. 
This is a typology of schools that play a key role in the transition to university; it is thus a 
partial guide to the intersection between local geographies of race and class and the school 
systems across different parts of the United Kingdom.

Our inclusion of parental social class data provides unique insights into the United 
Kingdom's unequal systems of schooling and allows us to draw out similarities as well as 
differences across the four nations. Analysing NS-SEC data allows a much more granu-
lar class analysis of schooling. We can distinguish distinct differences between elite and 
middle-class schooling, between different strata and geographies of working-class experi-
ence and the intersection of race and class. The fine-grained distinctions of class and race 
that we suggest here are important and warrant further analysis. Much of the literature on 
school segregation has focused on FSM alone, providing important analyses of the un-
equal effects of poverty on different state schools. However, our more detailed distinctions 
in school intakes between social classes and the inclusion of intake data on private schools 
provide a richer understanding of inequalities between schools.

We suggest that what exists within and, to some extent, across the four nations is frag-
mented, ‘multipartite’ systems of schooling. The end of selective bi- or tripartite systems 
of schooling across most parts of Britain (not Northern Ireland) did not bring about unitary 
national systems of non-selective schooling. The presence of a small but significant number 
of elite Scottish ‘comprehensives’ in Cluster 1, alongside many similar comprehensives in 
England, highlights the failure of comprehensive reform to end the persistence of elitism and 
de-facto selection and segregation by class. Instead, over 60 years, comprehensive schools 
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became enmeshed with wider social, economic and political transformation that reinforced 
a distinctly stratified and hierarchical system of schooling. In the process, a minority of com-
prehensives became enclaves for upper middle-class reproduction to such an extent that 
their real peers in terms of social composition are elite grammar and private schools.

Two elite and middle-class clusters of schooling have remained socially and (largely) 
racially exclusive; the ‘constant tendency to revert to a bipartite or tripartite division across 
very different formal structures’ persists (Johnson, 1989, p. 96). However, we use the term 
‘multipartite’ here to suggest the fragmented and more complex way that the social compo-
sition of schools creates complex hierarchies and distinctions. There is not one ‘school type’ 
reflecting the total experience of different social classes or racially minoritised communities. 
Even in the wholly preserved grammar school system of Northern Ireland, two grammar 
schools are part of Cluster 1, whilst most are part of Cluster 2. This reflects an important, 
UK-wide distinction between the education of the elite or upper middle class (NS-SEC1) and 
the less senior managers/professionals of the middle class (NS-SEC2).

Working-class experience of the school system is equally varied and multi-faceted. The 
multiple geographies and occupational distinctions that shape working-class life are present 
in the clusters of schools that we see here. London's multi-racial working and (lower) mid-
dle class create distinctive clusters of schools (Clusters 4 and 5) but whilst the quantitative 
scale of this makes it appear a London-centric process, it is more complex and geograph-
ically distributed. Multi-racial working-class schools may be rarer or more isolated in cities 
like Glasgow or Newcastle-upon-Tyne but they are still present. Similarly, patterns of South 
Asian migration to Bradford and the former textile towns of Lancashire and West Yorkshire 
create distinctive clusters of schools that share some characteristics with schools in Tower 
Hamlets and Newham but they are located in a radically different local economy.

Under the old—and still partially preserved—bipartite system, the class binary was as-
sumed to be middle-class grammar schools versus working-class secondary moderns. 
What our typology also suggests is that we cannot make automatic assumptions about 
the class or ethnic composition of formal ‘school types’. There are always a minority of 
exceptions: private schools like Christ's Hospital or Wolverhampton Grammar that are now 
multi-racial or grammar schools in parts of Northern Ireland or the Lincolnshire or Kent 
coasts that are predominantly working class. Even within areas that still operate bipartite 
systems, these exceptions are deviations which nuance our understanding and, as Floud 
and Halsey (1957) suggested long ago, have probably always been present. Similarly, the 
white middle-class suburban or rural grammar or comprehensive school remains a key fea-
ture of the landscape of social reproduction through schooling. However, the presence of 
several multi-racial grammar, private and high-attaining free schools/academies in Clusters 
4 and 5 underline how models of racially and socially exclusive schooling associated with 
certain school types are not totally static.

Our use of the term ‘multipartite’ seeks to highlight the more detailed gradations and nu-
ances between formal school types and to represent the more complex ways that inequality 
and hierarchy are reproduced in school systems across the United Kingdom today. What 
we have is a layered combining of institutional hierarchy, social structure and geography. 
Viewed from the perspective of hierarchies between schools, what we find here are multi-
partite systems of schooling across the four nations. Old bipartite and other binary forms 
of institutional stratification and division (grammar/comprehensive, state/private, working 
class/middle class, Black/white) have persisted unevenly but have also mutated. Partially 
ossified forms of older school types persist alongside new school types to create the clus-
ters we find here. These messy institutional constellations of old and new school types 
intersect with new and old geographies of race and class. To return to the geological met-
aphor, schools work as relational nodes or sediments, reaching across time and space to 
reproduce inequality but also to reflect the United Kingdom's complex, diverse social fabric. 
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Our typology seeks to capture some of this complexity. We thus argue that we should see 
the different school systems of the United Kingdom as multipartite and the ways that the un-
even geographies of social structure interact with the school system to form an institutional 
hierarchy, or fields, can be thought of as the spatial division of schooling.

This spatial division of schooling brings together schools and the geography of local 
social structures of race and class in ways that both complicate and reaffirm conventional 
understandings of regional and national divisions within the United Kingdom. Our typology 
of schools and colleges illustrates how the geography of social structures creates school 
populations that are exceptions for the region or nation but common elsewhere. It suggests 
that the social relations of schooling—the deep structuring of schooling by the structures of 
class and race created by the economy and other macro social and political forces—create 
divisions between schools that transcend national systems and boundaries. Formal differ-
ences between national education systems should not obscure the way schools share sim-
ilar intakes, which reflect how the economy creates uneven geographies of race and class 
with disregard for regional and national boundaries.

CONCLUSION

In summary, our analysis suggests a typology of schooling across the United Kingdom, with 
five clusters: a distinctive group of established elite schools; a widespread group of suburban 
and rural schools for the white middle class; a group of schools that serve (post-)industrial 
and mostly white working-class towns and peripheries of large cities; multi-racial middle 
and working-class schools; and a cluster of super-diverse schools, mostly in London and 
its surrounds, educating a precarious, multi-racial working class. This typology is heavily 
shaped by geography. Whilst some clusters are widespread across the United Kingdom, 
others are completely absent or exceptional in some areas whilst being the norm elsewhere. 
Our PCA analysis suggests additional disaggregated subsets of schools, including private 
‘crammer’ schools serving the global middle class, British-Indian middle-class grammar 
schools and Bengali and Pakistani working-class state schools that are specific to East 
London and Bradford. We suggest that comprehensive schooling across Britain did not fully 
flatten the hierarchies between schools. The clusters of schools we detect highlight the 
persistent effect of unequal local geographies of class and race in ways that make creating 
more egalitarian systems of schooling very difficult. Our clusters also suggest that these 
geographies create similarities between schools that transcend systemic differences across 
the four nations of the United Kingdom. We argue that, in parallel to the spatial division of 
labour discussed by economic geographers, there is a spatial division of schooling. Schools 
work as institutional nodes in a wider field of social relations that reflects the patchwork 
structures of race and class that uneven economic development creates.

As noted above, key processes that determine the social relations of schooling across the 
United Kingdom transcend national or regional boundaries. The distinctive administrative, 
cultural and social histories of the United Kingdom's four educational systems are important 
but they ought not to obscure the ways that schools are influenced by common structural pro-
cesses of social and economic change. The comparative study of how de-industrialisation, 
middle-class suburbanisation, the whiteness of rural life, gentrification or post-war migra-
tion affects school systems differently across different cities, regions and nations across 
the United Kingdom remains under-developed. Has the experience of de-industrialisation 
across small towns created distinct and comparable clusters of working-class schools that 
transcend the different economic, social and educational policy responses? Are the private 
schools of Edinburgh's financial, legal and political elites sociologically similar to the private 
schools of London and the South East? Qualitative, micro-scale answers to these questions 

 14693518, 0, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://bera-journals.onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1002/berj.70006 by U

ppsala U
niversity L

ibrary, W
iley O

nline L
ibrary on [07/08/2025]. See the T

erm
s and C

onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w
iley.com

/term
s-and-conditions) on W

iley O
nline L

ibrary for rules of use; O
A

 articles are governed by the applicable C
reative C

om
m

ons L
icense



26  |      GAMSU and FORSBERG

extend beyond the scope of this study but our analysis suggests that these questions are 
worthy of further exploration.

In policy terms, we might return to earlier arguments for policy learning between devolved 
administrations (Raffe, 1998; Raffe & Byrne, 2005) about how schools can confront similar 
social and geographical inequalities. Studying how the different home nations respond to 
similar inequalities of race and class remains a worthy and still relatively neglected policy 
space. Another policy implication that might be drawn from our study is in thinking about how 
we understand school types in terms of educational outcomes and opportunity. We argue 
here that the United Kingdom's school systems are ‘multipartite’ in their structure, with com-
plex clusters of schools that reproduce inequality in ways that cannot be boiled down to sim-
ple binaries of private versus state or grammar versus non-selective. University admissions 
historically record only whether a student is privately or state educated but this obscures the 
more complex ways that elite and middle-class schools cluster together to foster advantage. 
A review of how we interpret access to university by school type could be considered.

Our innovative approach to using HESA data allows us to explore parental social class 
data at school level, includes private schools and allows home international comparisons. 
We believe there is scope for more granular analyses of parental social class and education. 
It also raises the question of why parental social class data are not collected in schools but 
only at the point of entry to university. However, HESA data also present caveats to this 
study. Most obviously we base our analysis on students who went on to university, meaning 
that certain students and schools/colleges are missing or may not be fully represented. 
Future analysis may seek to combine datasets to mitigate this issue. Exploring data for 
England alone would allow for the simple inclusion of more variables, it would also allow fur-
ther exploration of the effects of academisation on school hierarchies. Including attainment, 
special educational needs, co-education/single-sex and faith school indicators would all 
provide additional avenues for analysis.

Our approach shows the benefits of the creative and imaginative use of administrative 
data, both methodologically, providing social class data at scale, and theoretically. Sixty 
years on from comprehensive school reform, our typology suggests we have fragmentary, 
multipartite systems of schooling with geographies of race and class creating a spatial divi-
sion of schooling that reflects the diverse but unequal societies of the United Kingdom.
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Endnotes
	1	In our own analysis we produced median measures of diversity for schools in our study using the Herfindahl Hirsch 
Index and broke down the results for England into regional results to examine differentiation within England. On 
social class, these measures suggest that private schools are considerably more socially homogeneous than the 
state school system. Amongst private schools, Scotland, South-East England and London had the highest levels 
of social class homogeneity, Welsh private schools had the lowest figures (Northern Ireland was not included). 
Amongst state schools, London, Northern Ireland and the North East had the lowest median scores, with the South 
East, South West and Scotland having the highest scores, that is, higher levels of homogeneity in school popula-
tions by social class. The same measures for ethnicity produced much more variation. London's private schools 
had the most ethnically heterogeneous school populations, with Scottish private schools the most homogeneous. 
London's state schools were twice as diverse as the capital's private schools, with the next most diverse region 
being the West Midlands and at the other end of the scale Northern Ireland, Wales, Scotland and then the North 
East of England being the most ethnically homogeneous.

	2	One of the authors carried out some of the interviews used in this paper.
	3	All appendices and additional tables describing the HCPC clusters are available online as supporting information: 
https://​tinyu​rl.​com/​Typol​ogyUK​SchsS​uppMat.
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