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Abstract

We study whether Norway’s 1827 rural school act broadened access to elite education. Using the universe
of candidates for the Norwegian university entrance examination (examen artium), 1815-1860, we
construct a candidate-level dataset of all 3,006 candidates, including birthplace and father’s occupation.
After plausibly exposed cohorts entered the sample, candidates became more rural: the countryside share
rose from about 45 to 52 percent and mean distance to a city from 18.0 to 21.6 km. Social opening was
weaker. Farmers’ sons increased from a low base but remained sharply underrepresented. The reform
widened geography more than class.
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“He did not look like a student. He was not a student. He was a peasant in disguise.”

[“Han sdg ikkje ut som student. Han var ikkje student. Han var ein forkledd bonde.”]

— Arne Garborg (1883), Bondestudentar [own translation].

1 Introduction

Public education is often considered to be one of the central institutions through which mod-
ern states expanded human capital and weakened inherited inequality. Yet school systems are
hierarchical. A reform that broadens elementary instruction may raise basic skills without
changing who crosses later thresholds into secondary schooling, university entrance, and elite
occupations. This distinction matters because, for example, models of intergenerational mobil-
ity emphasize parental investment, credit constraints, and the persistence of advantage across
generations (Becker and Tomes, 1986; Galor and Zeira, 1993; Blanden et al., 2023). It also mat-
ters for long-run development, since the role of schooling depended not only on average literacy
or enrollment, but also on whether educational expansion opened access to the upper tail of
human capital (Goldin and Katz, 2008; Becker et al., 2011; Squicciarini and Voigtlander, 2015).
This paper considers nineteenth-century Norway. Norway’s 1827 rural school act strengthened
allmueskolen, the elementary school for the allmue, or common people. The reform applied
to rural allmueskoler: local elementary schools that combined religious instruction, reading,
writing, arithmetic, and parish-based supervision. It did not reorganize the classical secondary
lerde (English: learned) schools or the university entrance route. The relevant elite threshold
was examen artium, the university entrance examination required for admission to the Royal
Frederik University in Christiania/Kristiania (today, Oslo) and, through it, to many professional
and state careers. This creates the central puzzle. Could a broad rural reform at the base of the
educational system change who reached the top, or did later institutional bottlenecks preserve

social and geographic inequality?

We thus ask whether the 1827 rural school reform changed the geographical and social
composition of cohorts reaching examen artium. This question has two separate parts. First, did
elite-entry cohorts become more rural, in the sense that a larger share of candidates came from
the countryside or from places farther from towns? Second, did they become socially broader,
in the sense that candidates increasingly came from less privileged occupational backgrounds,
especially farming households? Separating these margins is essential. A rural candidate could
be the son of a priest, official, merchant, or other local elite, while farmers’ sons could remain

rare even if more candidates were born outside towns.

We use individual-level data on 3,006 Norwegian examen artium candidates between 1815
and 1860. The core source is official university records, which record candidates’ school route
or privatist status!, birthplace, father’s name and occupation, examination outcomes, and later
educational or occupational outcomes (Det Kongelige Norske Frederiks Universitet, nd; Ford

et al., 2022, 2023). We classify birthplaces as city or countryside, compute distance to the

!The term privatist (plural: privatister) refers to candidates who prepared outside a listed school and presented
themselves for examen artium without an identified school affiliation in the data.



nearest city, and code fathers’ occupations using HISCO, the Historical International Standard
Classification of Occupations, and HISCLASS (van Leeuwen et al., 2002; van Leeuwen and Maas,
2011). Our empirical strategy compares cohorts before and after 1837, a cutoff chosen to allow
children exposed to the 1827 act to reach examen artium, and estimates event-style regressions
by five-year examination interval. Because the reform was national and the data condition on
reaching examen artium, the estimates describe compositional change at the elite-education

gateway rather than the full causal effect of the reform on all rural children.

The first result is a modest but clear geographical broadening. The average annual share of
candidates from the countryside rises from 0.45 in 18151836 to 0.52 in 1837—1860. The average
distance from birthplace to the nearest city rises from 18.03 to 21.60 kilometers. Both differences
are statistically distinguishable in the simple before/after tests reported below. Event-style
coefficient plots show a delayed pattern: the rural-origin and distance coefficients become more
positive in the 1840s and 1850s, rather than immediately after the act. The timing is consistent
with a reform that affected children during elementary-school ages and then appeared among

candidates only after a long educational progression.

The second result is that social opening was much weaker. Farmers’ sons increased from a low
base: the average annual share rises from 4.78 percent before 1837 to 7.09 percent after 1837. Yet
fathers in farming and agriculture account for only 5.73 percent of the full ezamen artium sample,
compared with 62.43 percent in the closest pre-reform individual census benchmark, from 1801.
We use the 1801 census as the benchmark because Norway had no comparable nationwide
individual occupational census between 1801 and 1865.2 By contrast, workers in religion, jurists,
government officials, proprietors, and salesmen are dramatically over-represented. The reform
therefore appears to have widened the rural recruitment base without making the ezamen artium

cohort socially representative.

The third result concerns the route through elite education. More than half of all candidates,
1,714 of 3,006, are recorded as privatister. This implies that formal high schools were only
one route to erxamen artium and that households, clergy, tutors, and local networks remained
important. Among candidates who reached the exam, countryside origin is positively associated
with theology and priesthood in the earlier cohorts, but this association becomes statistically
insignificant after the reform-affected cohorts begin to enter examen artium. Other occupational,
field, and grade outcomes are mostly small or imprecise. For farmers’ sons, the post interactions
are sparse and should be read cautiously. The strongest interpretation is selection prior to
gaining access to elite education: rural and farming-origin candidates who reached examen

artium were a small, selected group, not a broad cross-section of rural society.

We contribute first to research on education, inequality, and mobility. Canonical models
emphasize that family resources shape children’s outcomes through parental investments, credit
constraints, and the transmission of human capital and status (Becker and Tomes, 1986; Galor
and Zeira, 1993). Modern reviews place socioeconomic gaps in achievement and attainment at
the center of the link between family background and later inequality (Blanden et al., 2023). A

large empirical literature further shows that school supply and school quality can affect educa-

21801 is the first individual-level census, while later censuses are individual only from 1865 onward (Statistics
Norway, 2011).



tional attainment, earnings, and later outcomes (Duflo, 2001; Card and Krueger, 1992). Our
setting studies an earlier and different margin: whether a reform at the base of a hierarchical
school system altered the composition of those who crossed a later elite threshold. The answer
shows why the margin matters. A reform can make elite-entry cohorts more geographically rural

without eliminating class selection.

This distinction connects our findings to sociological theories of educational stratification.
The theory of Maximally Maintained Inequality (MMI) holds that educational expansion re-
duces class-based inequality only once advantaged groups have largely exhausted access to a
given level of schooling (Raftery and Hout, 1993). A related argument, Effectively Maintained
Inequality (EMI), emphasizes that even when access expands, privileged families may preserve
advantage by securing qualitatively better routes through the system, including more prestigious
institutions, tracks, or forms of preparation (Lucas, 2001). Our setting is not a direct test of
these theories, since we observe candidates at the examen artium threshold rather than the full
population of school-age children. It nevertheless speaks to the same mechanism. The 1827
reform broadened rural elementary schooling and appears to have widened the geographical
origins of elite-entry cohorts, but the more socially demanding transition into examen artium
remained highly selective. In this sense, the Norwegian case shows how horizontal expansion at
the base of the system could coexist with persistent vertical barriers at the gateway to university

and elite careers.

We also contribute to economic history by linking mass schooling to elite formation. Histori-
cal work has connected education to public spending, state formation, industrialization, and the
supply of skilled human capital (Green, 2014; Lindert, 2004; Galor and Moav, 2006; Goldin and
Katz, 2008; Becker et al., 2011). A related literature emphasizes that advanced knowledge and
elite human capital, although not necessarily of the academic kind, may matter differently from
average literacy (Mokyr, 2011; Squicciarini and Voigtlander, 2015). We bring these perspectives
to a Scandinavian setting where elementary schooling was legally broad, but the academic route
remained socially narrow. We also speak to the geography of opportunity: modern evidence
shows large spatial differences in mobility (Chetty et al., 2014), while our historical setting
asks whether rural origin and distance from towns continued to shape access to the university

entrance gateway exam.

Finally, we contribute to Norwegian and Scandinavian historiography by connecting institu-
tional histories of schooling to individual-level evidence on elite recruitment. Existing work em-
phasizes religion, state formation, local administration, regional variation, and nation-building
in the development of Norwegian schooling (Telhaug and Medias, 2003; Thuen, 2017; Volckmar,
2016; Skinningsrud and Skjelmo, 2014, 2016). Work on nineteenth-century Norway as an em-
bedsmannsstat, or civil servant state, places university-educated officials at the center of political
and administrative power (Myhre, 2008); comparative Scandinavian work argues that Nordic
school systems eventually became unusually broad and socially integrating while still selective
at the secondary level (Wiborg, 2004). Our evidence shows that rural broadening at the examen
artium gate began before broad social equalization. It also reinforces a broader lesson from
historical studies of schooling and mobility: education can expand opportunity while leaving

inherited advantage highly persistent (Long, 2006; Clark, 2021; Tapia and de Miguel Salanova,



2021; Andersson and Berger, 2019).

Our analysis has important limits, however. We do not observe the denominator of all rural
children, and we do not have a rural untreated comparison group. Birthplace is not the same
as actual school attendance, school quality, or family resources. The 1848 urban school act and
other changes during the period complicate interpretation. We therefore avoid claiming a fully
identified causal effect. Our contribution is to document a historically meaningful compositional
change in the gateway to elite education and to show that its geography and class dimensions
moved differently. The remainder of the present work proceeds as follows. Section 2 describes
the institutional background and develops the empirical expectations linking rural elementary
schooling to elite educational entry. Section 3 describes the sources, measurement, and empirical
approach. Section 4 reports the main results. Section 5 discusses interpretation and limitations,

and Section 6 concludes.

2 Institutional background and empirical expectations

2.1 From church instruction to public elementary schooling

Norwegian elementary schooling developed out of a much older tradition of Christian instruction.
Before schooling became a public institution in the modern sense, children’s education was tied
mainly to household, local community, church life, and practical work. The older literature on
Norwegian school history emphasizes that children learned through participation in family and
farm tasks as well as through oral and religious instruction (Hgigard and Ruge, 1947). With
Christianity, and especially after the Lutheran Reformation, instruction acquired a more explicit
religious purpose. Children were expected to know the basic truths of the faith, read religious
texts, and be prepared for church participation. Reading was therefore not initially promoted as
a general academic skill, but as a foundation for catechism, confirmation, and Lutheran doctrine
(Myhre, 1994; Telhaug and Medias, 2003).

This religious foundation shaped the early public school. The introduction of confirmation
in 1736 and the rural school ordinance of 1739 are best understood in this context. Children
were to receive instruction so that they could read, learn Christian doctrine, and be confirmed.
The early allmueskole was public in the sense that it was regulated by law and intended for
broad groups of children, but its purpose remained primarily religious and moral. Harald Thuen
describes this first phase as “a school for the church” (Thuen, 2017). The phrase captures the
key point for this paper: popular elementary instruction did not originate as a route into the
Latin schools or the university. It was intended to secure Christian knowledge and basic reading

among the common people.

The route to higher education belonged to a different institutional world. Latin schools,
cathedral schools, preparation outside listed schools, and later the examen artium were connected
to classical learning, official careers, and university study. The ordinary school taught basic
religious knowledge and reading to the wider population; classical secondary “learned” schooling
prepared a small group for higher studies. This separation is central to the interpretation

below. An elementary-school reform could plausibly improve literacy and basic preparation in



the countryside, but it would not automatically remove the costs, curriculum barriers, and social
distance associated with the examen artium path. The reform might widen the base from which

talent could be drawn; it would not by itself make the educational ladder socially level.

Kirsten Sivesind’s concept of a Norwegian “contract-school model” places this trajectory in
a broader institutional framework. In her account, Norwegian public schooling grew from a
Lutheran school tradition in Northern and Central Europe and was adapted within Denmark-
Norway. The model linked state authority, church supervision, local responsibility, and cur-
riculum rules. Its early purpose was to spread Lutheran-Protestant teaching through reading,
catechism, and preparation for confirmation (Sivesind, 2021). Later nineteenth-century reforms
added more practical and philanthropic elements, but the older pietistic structure remained im-
portant. This persistence is relevant for the 1827 act. The reform modernized the older system,

but it did not break with clerical supervision or local responsibility.

2.2 The old allmueskole before 1827

The most important precondition for the 1827 reform was the rural school ordinance of 1739,
usually treated as the starting point of compulsory elementary schooling in Norway (Store norske
leksikon, nd). The ordinance created a formal framework for public elementary instruction in
rural Denmark-Norway. Children were to receive basic instruction, above all in Christianity and
reading, from about age seven until confirmation. In principle, this was broad and compulsory. In
practice, compulsory schooling did not mean equal or regular attendance. The old allmueskole
remained limited in curriculum, organization, and social function (Hpigard and Ruge, 1947;
Myhre, 1994; Thuen, 2017).

The 1739 ordinance must also be read together with the 1741 regulation that adapted the
reform to Norwegian rural conditions. Responsibility for rural elementary schooling was placed
in the parish, and local church communities were central to organization and control. Norway’s
topography and settlement structure made permanent school buildings difficult in many districts.
Local resources were limited, farms were scattered, and children lived far from administrative
centers. As a result, ambulatory schools, or omgangsskoler, became the dominant rural solution
for more than a century. Teachers moved between farms or local districts and taught children for

short periods at a time. The old allmueskole was therefore national in law but local in practice.

This localism had financial and political implications. Sivesind emphasizes that eighteenth-
century school decrees and local school plans were early curriculum documents, but they did
not create a centralized national school system in the later sense (Sivesind, 2021). Organization,
finance, and implementation depended heavily on local conditions. Taxes and contributions were
expected, but the practical burden of schooling remained local. Skinningsrud and Skjelmo make
a similar point. They show that Norwegian school administration and finance were embedded in
local public and church institutions, in contrast to parts of Denmark where school development
was more closely tied to local landowners (Skinningsrud and Skjelmo, 2014, 2016). National
ambitions thus depended on local capacity. The system could also generate conflict because
officials promoted schooling while peasants and local communities bore much of the practical

and financial burden.



The distinction between legal inclusion and practical progression is central. The old all-
mueskole could be compulsory in principle while still offering too little instruction, too uneven a
curriculum, and too few bridges to the secondary schools for most children to continue. Atten-
dance depended on household labor demands, travel distances, weather, teacher availability, and
local willingness or ability to finance instruction. Even where children learned to read, the next
step required a different institutional environment: preparation for classical and academic sub-
jects, knowledge of examination requirements, and the material means to support years outside
ordinary work. In this sense, the pre-1827 school system was inclusive at the bottom and selec-
tive at the top. The empirical question is whether the 1827 act made the connection between

these levels meaningfully less narrow.

The curriculum reflected the purpose of the old system. Christianity and reading stood at
the center. Writing and arithmetic could be included, but they did not have the same status
as religious instruction and basic reading (Telhaug and Medias, 2003). Norway probably had
relatively widespread reading ability by the late eighteenth century, especially compared with
many European societies, but reliable national literacy rates are difficult to establish. In any
case, high reading ability did not mean that ordinary children were expected to continue to
secondary schooling. The allmueskole was the school of the allmue, the common people. Hans
Jorgen Dokka’s account is useful here: the system was formally inclusive but socially marked.
Latin schools remained connected to classical education, higher study, and official careers, while
poor pupils were admitted only under restrictive conditions, usually if considered unusually
gifted (Dokka, 1967). Poverty was therefore a major barrier to secondary schooling even in a

society with broad elementary instruction.

2.3 The 1827 rural school reform

The 1827 rural school act should be understood as a reform of the allmueskole system rather
than as a comprehensive-school reform. It came after the dissolution of the union with Denmark
in 1814, the creation of a Norwegian constitutional state, and the establishment of a Ministry for
Church and School Affairs. After 1814, school legislation became part of the broader problem of
building national institutions under a new political order. Skinningsrud and Skjelmo argue that
Norwegian elementary-school legislation after 1814 moved toward greater national uniformity
while retaining important regional differentiation (Skinningsrud and Skjelmo, 2016). The 1827
act fits that interpretation. It expressed a stronger national ambition, but it accommodated

rural variation.

The act required at least one permanent school in each parish. Ironworks and other industrial
sites with at least thirty school-age children were also required to maintain a permanent school.
Elsewhere, however, ambulatory schools could continue. Schooling lasted from age seven until
confirmation, and annual instruction remained limited by later standards, often two or three
months. The curriculum combined older religious aims with somewhat broader elements: reading
with comprehension exercises, Christian knowledge and biblical history, singing, writing and
arithmetic, and, where possible, other generally useful subjects. Sivesind interprets the 1827

act as a modernization of the pietistic school tradition, not a break from it (Sivesind, 2021). It



gave greater weight to writing, arithmetic, and reasoning exercises, but religious instruction and

church supervision remained central.

Governance also remained local and church-based. Each parish was to have a school com-
mission made up of the parish priest, the priest’s assistants, the local sheriff, and elected men,
with the priest as chair (Myhre, 1994). The reform therefore strengthened the formal national
framework while preserving local administration and uneven provision across the countryside.
This point is important for the empirical analysis. A uniform legal change does not imply iden-
tical experiences for all children. Settlement patterns, parish resources, teacher supply, school
plans, and the balance between permanent and ambulatory schooling likely shaped how much

schooling changed in practice.

The reform affected rural schooling, not the whole educational system. Town schools followed
a separate trajectory and were regulated by a separate reform in 1848. In the countryside the
allmueskole had broad reach because there were few alternatives, but provision was often weak
and irregular. In towns, education was more differentiated: families could use Latin schools,
citizen schools, tutoring, and other forms of schooling, while the urban allmueskole was more
closely associated with poorer children (Dokka, 1967; Thuen, 2017). Thus, rural children may
have gained from a more regular elementary system after 1827, but urban families already
had more varied routes into secondary preparation. Dokka’s figures underline the distinction
between enrollment and opportunity. In 1837, 165,903 of 175,733 school-age children in rural
Norway attended the allmueskole, or 94.4 percent; in 1853, 179,822 of 190,401 did so, or 94.5
percent (Dokka, 1967). Yet many children still attended ambulatory schools with short and
irregular instruction. In 1837, children in such schools received about 47.5 school days per year
on average, and in 1853 actual attendance averaged only 30.5 days. These numbers imply that
broad enrollment did not equal intensive schooling. The reform could increase the regularity and
content of rural education while leaving a large gap between elementary schooling and examen

artium preparation.

2.4 The path to examen artium

The Royal Frederik University in Christiania began matriculating students in the 1810s. The
examen artium served as the entrance examination to university study and thus as the gateway
to theology, law, medicine, and other elite pathways. In the early nineteenth century, these
pathways mattered because Norway’s state and professional elite was small. Myhre emphasizes
that university-educated officials formed a ruling stratum in nineteenth-century Norway (Myhre,
2008). The ezamen artium was therefore more than an exam certificate. It was an institutional
threshold separating elementary and local schooling from the world of university education, state
administration, and more academic professions. The social meaning of this threshold is evident
in later cultural representations. Garborg’s Bondestudentar portrays the unease of the peasant
student in an urban academic world. The novel is later than the period analyzed here, but it
captures a social distance that had older roots: a student from the countryside could be visibly

marked as not quite belonging.

Several later reforms would eventually reshape the Norwegian system more deeply. The 1848



urban school act, the 1860 rural school act, the 1869 higher-school act, the opening of examen
artium to women in 1882, and the movement toward the enhetsskole all belong to that longer
history. The present paper stops in 1860 to focus on the first decades after the 1827 rural act and
to avoid conflating its possible effects with the next rural reform. The period is still complex,
and the 1848 urban reform in particular may affect the town comparison, so our analysis should

be read as evidence on composition and timing rather than as a clean natural experiment.

2.5 From rural reform to elite entry: mechanisms and expectations

The institutional history above suggests four channels through which the 1827 act could have
affected the composition of examen artium candidates. The first is a basic-skills channel. More
regular rural instruction, greater use of permanent schools, and somewhat more attention to
writing, arithmetic, and comprehension could have increased the number of rural boys with
the elementary preparation needed to begin a longer educational route. This channel does not
imply that the allmueskole itself prepared pupils for examen artium. The relevant point is more
limited: secondary preparation was difficult without literacy, numeracy, habits of study, and
some familiarity with formal schooling. If the reform strengthened these prerequisites, it could
enlarge the pool from which families, priests, teachers, and local patrons identified boys for

further study.

The second is an information and recommendation channel. A parish school system placed
children in contact with teachers, clergy, and school commissions. Because the priest chaired the
local school commission and because clerical families and networks were already connected to
classical secondary education, improvements in rural schooling could have made talented rural
boys more visible to people who understood the route to examen artium. This channel would
be especially consistent with a rise in rural candidates without a large rise in farmers’ sons. One
might imagine that rural officials, clergy, merchants, and better-off farmers were more likely
than poorer households to convert information and encouragement into secondary preparation.
A rural school reform could therefore broaden geography while still operating through local

elites.

The third channel is institutional geography. The requirement that each parish should have
at least one permanent school did not eliminate ambulatory schooling, but it changed the spatial
organization of rural instruction. Where permanent schools became more common, children may
have had more predictable access to instruction and stronger ties to a school site. In an analysis
of examen artium candidates, this channel should appear as a greater share born outside towns
and, more sharply, as an increase in the average distance between candidates’ birthplaces and
the nearest town. Distance is not a pure measure of schooling access, but it captures whether
recruitment reached farther into the rural hinterland rather than simply drawing from town-

adjacent parishes.

The fourth channel is the set of constraints that the reform did not address. Examen artium
required preparation in academic subjects, access to teachers or schools capable of providing that
preparation, and family resources to support years of study. Latin and other classical subjects

remained outside the ordinary rural school. Families also had to bear opportunity costs: a



boy preparing for ezamen artium was not fully available for farm work, craft training, or wage
labor. These constraints imply that even a successful rural elementary reform might have only a
small effect on social-origin composition. The strongest expected effect is therefore geographical

broadening; the weaker and more demanding prediction is social equalization.

These mechanisms lead to three empirical expectations. First, if the reform mattered, the
rural share of examen artium candidates should rise only with a lag, because children exposed
to the 1827 act needed time to reach examination age. The paper therefore treats the late 1830s
and later cohorts as the main window in which compositional changes should become visible.
Second, the distance measure should move in the same direction as the rural-origin indicator. A
reform that merely shifted recruitment among town-born candidates would not increase distance
to towns; a reform that pulled candidates from a wider rural geography should. Third, the share

of farmers’ sons may rise, but it would remain far below the farming share of the population.

One further implication concerns later outcomes among those who reached examen artium.
If rural and farming-origin candidates were admitted through a much weaker preparation route,
one might expect lower grades or different subsequent fields of study. If, instead, strong selection
operated before examen artium, the rural candidates who reached the exam might look similar to
urban candidates in performance or later careers. The outcome regressions below are therefore
exploratory. They do not estimate access to examen artium; they ask whether, conditional on
crossing the threshold into elite education, rural and farming-origin candidates followed different

routes through higher education and the professions.

3 Data, measurement, and empirical approach

3.1 University grade lists and the artium sample

The empirical analysis begins with student grade lists published by the Royal Frederik University
from its first years of operation (Det Kongelige Norske Frederiks Universitet, nd). These lists
were digitized for the Human Capital of the Nordic Countries database (Ford et al., 2022,
2023), and provide individual-level information on students who took the examen artium, the
set of examinations necessary to enter university. The available variables include candidate
name, school, parental names, father’s occupation, birthplace, grades for individual subjects,
and overall performance measures. The dataset is unusual because it observes the universe, or
close to the universe, of candidates who reached a formal gateway into higher education during

the early decades of the Norwegian university.

The analysis uses candidates between 1815 and 1860. The lower bound avoids the very first
years of the institution, while the upper bound is chosen to reduce contamination from the 1860
rural school act. Table 1 reports 3,006 candidates, 13 high schools, and 36 towns existing before
1827. The average number of candidates per year is 66.8, with a minimum of 4 and a maximum
of 108. More than half of the candidates, 1,714 of 3,006, are recorded as privatister. The high
privatister share is substantively important. It suggests that the formal school network was only

one route to examen artium, and that preparation outside listed schools remained central.
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Table 1: Summary statistics

Panel A - Total numbers

Number of students 3006
Number of high schools 13
Number of cities before 1827 36

Panel B - Summary statistics

Variable Mean Std.dev. Min Max  Observations
Students per year 66.8 25.94 4 108 45
Share of farmers per year 5.79 3.99 0 16.67 45
Share from countryside per year 48.26 6.33 33.33 5897 45
Distance to nearest city per year (km) 20.25 6.04 8.22  34.84 45
Distance to nearest city (km) 20.11 3541 0 219.31 3006

Notes: Panel A reports sample totals for the examen artium dataset. Panel B reports annual means where
the unit is an examination year, except for candidate-level distance to the nearest town, where the unit is
the individual candidate. Shares are in percentage points unless otherwise stated. The table reports 3,006
candidates. Sources: Det Kongelige Norske Frederiks Universitet (nd) and authors’ calculations.

Table 2 shows the institutional routes recorded in the data. Privatister account for 57.06
percent of all candidates, more than any formal school. Kristiania Katedralskole® accounts for
11.38 percent, Bergen Katedralskole 6.99 percent, Trondheim Katedralskole 5.76 percent, and
Drammen Skole? 4.19 percent. This distribution matters for interpretation: an elementary-
school reform could improve basic skills, but reaching examen artium still depended on access
to secondary-level preparation through a school, a tutor, a clerical network, or a household able

to support study outside a listed school.

The privatist share is also important for interpreting social origin. A privatist was not
necessarily poorly prepared, nor does the label identify a single route. It may capture candidates
prepared by family members, tutors, clergy, or local learned men, as well as candidates who
combined shorter periods of formal schooling with study outside a listed school. The category
therefore points to the role of informal and household resources in the educational ladder. It
also cautions against interpreting the locations of high schools as the whole infrastructure of
elite preparation. Schools mattered, but so did families and networks capable of converting

elementary literacy into the advanced curriculum required for ezamen artium.

The unit of observation in most analyses is the candidate-year. The main outcomes are
not income or later status for the full population; they are characteristics of those who reached
examen artium. This distinction is essential. When we write that the share of rural candidates
increased, we mean that the composition of the ezamen artium cohort shifted. We do not mean
that the probability that a rural child reached examen artium can be estimated directly from
these data. Estimating that probability would require denominators by birth cohort, place, and

social origin, as well as a strategy for linking all children to later educational outcomes. The

3 A katedralskole, literally “cathedral school,” was historically a school attached to a cathedral town and rooted
in the older Latin-school tradition. By the nineteenth century, Norwegian cathedral schools such as those in
Christiania, Bergen, Trondheim, and Kristiansand functioned as elite secondary schools preparing pupils for
examen artium and university study.

4English: School.
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Table 2: Number of candidates by school or preparation route

School Number of students Share (%)
Privatist 1714 57.06
Kristiania Katedralskole (Oslo) 342 11.38
Bergen Katedralskole 210 6.99
Trondheim Katedralskole 173 5.76
Drammen Skole 126 4.19
Kristiansand Katedralskole 109 3.63
Nissens Skole (Oslo) 78 2.60
Skien Skole 84 2.80
Fredrikshald (Halden) Skole 71 2.36
Stavanger Skole 60 2.00
Lillehammer Skole 16 0.53
Tromsg Skole 14 0.47
Holths Skole (Oslo) 6 0.20
Fredrikstad Skole 1 0.03

Notes: The table reports the school or preparation category recorded for candidates in the sample. “Pri-
vatist” denotes privatister: candidates who prepared outside a listed school and presented themselves for
examen artium without an identified school affiliation in the data. Percentages sum to 100 up to rounding.
Sources: Det Kongelige Norske Frederiks Universitet (nd) and authors’ calculations.

present evidence is therefore about the elite-education gateway, not the entire distribution of

schooling.

3.2 Geography: town, countryside, and distance

The central exposure variable is rural origin. Birthplace is parish of birth. If this was classified
as a town before 1827, this is coded as urban; students born elsewhere are coded as countryside.
This coding corresponds to the institutional target of the reform: the 1827 act applied to rural
elementary schools, while towns were on a separate legal path. From Helle (2006), we identify 36
towns® and map them together with high schools, see Figure 1. For each candidate, birthplace
is also used to calculate distance to the nearest town. This continuous measure allows us to ask
not only whether candidates came from formally rural places, but whether the cohort became

more geographically distant from urban centers.

Nevertheless, the town/countryside measure is imperfect. First, towns differed in size, ed-
ucational infrastructure, and proximity to rural districts. Second, a candidate born in the
countryside still had to reach one of the schools authorized to hold the examen artium exami-
nation, all of which were located in towns, unless he had the resources and preparation needed
to sit as a privatist. In this sense, distance to town may have mattered even for rural-born
candidates who eventually reached the examination, because it captures the costs of accessing

urban educational institutions rather than merely rural origin. Third, a binary rural-origin

®Formally market towns (Norwegian: kjgpstader), i.e. towns with special privileges.
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Figure 1: High schools and towns
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Notes: The map plots high-school locations and places classified as towns before 1827. It motivates the
town/countryside classification and the distance-to-town measure used in the empirical analysis. Sources:
high-school list, town list, and map base layer. Source: Based on Helle (2006).
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measure captures eligibility for the rural school system rather than actual years of schooling,
school quality, or family resources. Distance to the nearest town partly addresses this limitation
by distinguishing rural places close to urban educational infrastructure from more remote rural
places. Still, distance should be interpreted as a measure of access to educational institutions

and urban resources, not as a direct measure of e.g. school quality.

3.3 Social origin

Fathers’ occupations are the main measure of social origin. This measure has limitations. Some
occupations may be ambiguous, multiple occupations may be listed, and occupational titles may
not map neatly to income or wealth. A farmer could be a tenant, a smallholder, or a prosperous
proprietor. A rural official or priest could live outside a town while belonging firmly to the
educated elite. Conversely, urban artisans and lower clerks may not be socially privileged. For
these reasons, the analysis uses both geography and occupation rather than treating either as a

complete measure of social background.

The occupations were standardised using the procedure described by Dahl et al. (2024),
which converts occupational descriptions into HISCO, the Historical International Standard
Classification of Occupations, and grouped using HISCLASS (van Leeuwen et al., 2002; van
Leeuwen and Maas, 2011). We use these codings in two ways. First, we identify whether the
father worked in farming or agriculture. This is the most direct way to study whether the
rural school reform increased access for peasant or farming households. Second, we use broader
occupational and class groupings to describe the social selectivity of ezamen artium candidates.
These include higher managers and professionals, lower managers and professionals, clerical
and sales occupations, farmers, and low- or unskilled workers. We also use later outcomes
for candidates themselves, including priest, lawyer, doctor, teacher, professor, and government
official, to describe whether rural and farming-origin candidates who passed the examen artium
gateway followed different subsequent paths.

Examen artium candidates were highly selected. As a benchmark, we use the 1801 census®

because it is the nearest pre-reform nationwide individual census with names, residence, and
occupations linked to persons. Norway has no comparable nationwide individual census with
occupational information between the 1801 and 1865 censuses; Statistics Norway notes that 1801
was the first individual census and that all censuses have been individual only from 1865 onward
(Statistics Norway, 2011). The 1865 census is therefore useful as a later comparison, but it is
not a pre-reform denominator for the cohorts analyzed here. In the 1801 benchmark, farmers
and agricultural workers account for 62.43 percent of the population occupational structure,
while major elite occupations such as workers in religion and jurists are less than one percent
combined. The comparison is not a perfect population counterfactual for the fathers of examen

artium candidates, but it demonstrates the scale of elite selection.

SWe use the nationwide 1801 census database provided by IPUMS International through https://international.
ipums.org/international-action/sample_details/country/no (accessed 2 July 2026) - henceforth cited as Arkivver-
ket, University of Bergen, and Minnesota Population Center (2011a).
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3.4 Timing and cohort exposure

The 1827 act affected children aged roughly seven until confirmation in rural districts. A child
who was seven in 1827 would be old enough to reach examen artium around the late 1830s,
depending on age at examination, which was typically around 18-20 years, and route through
preparation. We therefore divide the sample into 1815-1836 and 1837—-1860. The pre-period
consists of candidates who were unlikely to have received much of their elementary schooling
under the 1827 system. The post-period consists of cohorts for whom exposure is plausible.
The threshold is not exact. Some children older than seven in 1827 could still receive some
instruction after the act; some younger children may have reached examen artium later than

1837; and implementation took time.

We present event-style figures below using five-year intervals. A gradual pattern is historically
plausible. School reforms take time to implement; children need time to progress; and families
need time to respond to new expectations or opportunities. If the 1827 act mattered, the clearest

compositional changes should appear in the 1840s and 1850s rather than immediately after 1827.

3.5 Empirical approach

The analysis uses three complementary descriptive designs. The first is a before/after comparison
of pre- and post-1837 means. Let y; be a candidate characteristic, such as an indicator for
countryside origin, an indicator for having a father in farming, or distance to the nearest town.

We compare
gpost - gprm (1)

where the pre-period is 1815-1836 and the post-period is 1837-1860. We then report one-sided
tests for selected outcomes, using t-tests for mean differences and an F-test for the change in
the distance variance. These tests are not the main source of identification; they summarize

whether the observed changes are large relative to annual variation.

The second design estimates event-style regressions by five-year examination interval:

Y = a+ Z dp1{Period; = k} + yCoastDist; + \.(;) + &, (2)
k21835

where Period; indexes five-year intervals from 1815 to 1860, the omitted interval is the one
centered around 1835, CoastDist; is distance to the coast for the parish of birth, and A,
denotes NUTS3-region controls. The outcomes y; are an indicator for countryside birthplace,
an indicator that the father worked in farming or agriculture, and distance to the nearest town.
The coefficients J; describe how the composition of candidates in each interval differs from the

omitted interval, conditional on the controls included.

The third design asks whether rural or farming origin predicts later educational and occu-
pational outcomes among those who already reached examen artium. The outcome regressions

estimate linear probability models of the form

zi = a+ BD; +yCoastDist; + Ay + M) + i, (3)
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and
z; = a+ BD; + 0(D; % Post1835;) + yCoastDist; + A\p(;) + M) + €i- (4)

Here D; is either countryside birthplace or father in farming, Post1835; equals one for candidates
examined after 1835, 7;(;) are time fixed effects, and z; is an indicator for later field, occupation,
school route, or high-grade outcome. Outcomes include theology, medicine, law, priest, lawyer,
doctor, teacher, professor, government official, privatist status, attendance at Kristiania, and
high grades. These regressions do not estimate the reform’s effect on reaching examen artium.
Instead, they describe whether the rural and farming candidates who reached examen artium

followed different routes or entered different careers.

The identifying assumptions required for a causal interpretation are strong. The reform was
national; urban and rural candidates differed in many ways; and the data are conditional on
reaching ezamen artium. We thus avoid claiming a fully identified causal effect. The preferred
interpretation is historical and compositional: if the 1827 rural school act broadened access to
elite education, we should observe a delayed increase in rural and farming backgrounds among

examen artium candidates.

4 Results

4.1 Geographical broadening

Figure 2 maps candidate birthplaces in the pre- and post-threshold periods. Candidates were
not drawn only from the towns in which high schools were located. Before 1837 they were
already distributed across a large part of southern and coastal Norway, but the post-map shows

a denser set of rural birthplaces.

Figure 3 plots the number of candidates over time by town and countryside origin, both
annually and in five-year intervals. The annual series is noisy, especially in the early years
when the number of candidates is small, but the broad pattern is clear. The number of rural
candidates rises over time and increasingly matches or exceeds the number of urban candidates,
despite impressive urbanization in the same period (Myhre, 2015). In the five-year panel, town
candidates dominate in the late 1820s and early 1830s, while rural candidates are at least as
numerous in several later intervals. This is the first indication that the examen artium cohort

became more geographically mixed.

Figure 4 shows two related measures: the share of candidates from the countryside and
average distance from birthplace to the nearest city. The rural share is around 45 percent
before 1837 and around 52 percent after 1837, using the mean values reported in Table 3.
The one-sided test gives a p-value of 0.0001. The distance measure also increases, from 18.03
kilometers before 1837 to 21.60 kilometers after 1837, with a p-value of 0.0029 for the mean
change. These differences are not large in absolute terms, but they are consistent across the
binary and continuous geography measures. Appendix Figure Al reports the full distribution

of candidate-level distance to the nearest city by five-year interval.

The event-style coefficient plots in Figure 5 based on estimating equation (2) tell a similar
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Figure 2: Birthplaces of artium candidates by period
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Notes: The map plots candidate birthplaces for the pre- and post-threshold periods used in the main
analysis. The post period begins in 1837 to allow time for children affected by the 1827 act to reach examen
artium. Sources: Det Kongelige Norske Frederiks Universitet (nd).

Figure 3: Number of artium candidates over time by town/countryside origin
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Notes: The figure plots candidates in the examen artium sample by year of examination and by birthplace
category. “City” denotes birth in one of the 36 places classified in the data as a city before the 1827 rural
school act; “countryside” denotes all other birthplaces. The five-year panel aggregates the same candidate-
level observations into examination-year bins. Sources: Det Kongelige Norske Frederiks Universitet (nd),
Human Capital of the Nordic Countries data files, and authors’ calculations.
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Share of students in countryside

Figure 4: Countryside share and distance to nearest city
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Notes: Panel (a) reports the annual share of candidates whose birthplace is classified as countryside; the
horizontal reference lines are the pre-1837 and post-1837 means used in the before/after tests. Panel (b)
reports the annual mean of candidate-level distance from birthplace to the nearest city. Distance is measured
in kilometers in the data. Sources: Det Kongelige Norske Frederiks Universitet (nd).

Table 3: Before/after test statistics

Variable statistic to be tested Before (1815-1836) After (1837-1860) Test statistic p-value
Share countryside mean 0.45 0.52 -4.0826 0.0001
Share farmer mean 4.78 7.09 -1.9707 0.0287
Share low-unskilled mean 3.67 4.56 -1.1864 0.121
Distance city (km) mean 18.03 21.6 -2.7588 0.0029
Distance city (km)  standard deviation 33.97 36.35 0.8732 0.005

Notes: The pre-period is 1815-1836 and the post-period is 1837-1860. Mean tests use a t-statistic; the
standard-deviation test for distance uses an F-test. The reported alternatives test whether post-reform
values exceed pre-reform values. “Share farmer” and “share low-unskilled” are annual shares in percentage
points; “Share countryside” is the annual fraction of candidates born in the countryside. Sources: Det
Kongelige Norske Frederiks Universitet (nd) and authors’ calculations.
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story. Relative to the omitted interval around 1835, the countryside-origin coefficients in panel
(a) are not systematically higher in the pre-period. They become positive in the 1840s and
larger in the 1850s. The farmer-share plot in panel (b) also trends upward after the omitted
period, although with wider confidence intervals and a smaller base. The distance-to-city plot in
panel (c) shows the strongest upward pattern: candidates in later intervals appear to come from
places farther from towns. The timing is plausible. If the reform affected children enrolled in
elementary school after 1827, its compositional effects among examen artium candidates should

appear with delay, not immediately.

Figure 5: Event-style estimates for geography and farming background
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Notes: Each panel plots coefficients from event-style regressions by five-year examination interval, omitting
the interval around 1835. Outcomes are, respectively, an indicator for countryside birthplace, an indicator
that the father worked in farming/agriculture, and distance to the nearest city. Controls include NUTS3
region and distance to the coast of the parish of birth. Whiskers show confidence intervals.

The magnitude should be read against the size of the elite-education sector. A seven
percentage-point increase in the countryside share is modest relative to Norway’s rural pop-
ulation, but it is not trivial in a system with roughly 67 candidates per year. The result implies
that the marginal candidate increasingly came from outside the old urban centers. At the same
time, the level of the rural share before the reform window reminds us that countryside origin

was never absent from ezamen artium. The relevant change is not the appearance of rural
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students from zero; it is the gradual thickening and spatial widening of an already existing but

limited rural stream.

Taken together, these results support a cautious geographical-broadening interpretation. The
examen artium cohort did not suddenly become rural after 1827. Rather, over the following
decades, rural candidates became somewhat more common and candidates came, on average,
from places slightly farther from towns. This is the kind of change one would expect if an
elementary-school reform reduced some basic barriers in rural districts without transforming

the full route to university.

4.2 Social origins and the limits of equalization

The social-origin evidence is less transformative. The mean annual share of candidates with
fathers in farming rises from 4.78 percent in 1815-1836 to 7.09 percent in 1837-1860. The p-
value in the one-sided test is 0.0287. The share with fathers in low- or unskilled occupations
rises from 3.67 to 4.56 percent, but this change is not statistically distinguishable at conventional
levels. These changes suggest some movement from a very narrow base, not a large opening of

elite education to ordinary rural households.

Figure 6 visualizes the occupational and class composition of candidates’ fathers. The oc-
cupational distribution remains dominated by groups associated with commerce, religion, state
service, and the professions. The post-1835 cohort does not look like a cross-section of Norwe-
gian society. It remains a selected group whose fathers were unusually likely to have education,
status, or occupational connections relevant to classical secondary schooling. Appendix Fig-
ure A2 gives the time-series counterpart for fathers’ skill and educational-level categories, and

Appendix Figure A3 reports the distribution of candidates’ later occupational levels.

Table 4 underscores the point. Farmers and agricultural workers are 62.43 percent of the 1801
census benchmark but only 5.73 percent of fathers in the examen artium sample when considering
the full period. Workers in religion are 19.31 percent of the examen artium sample and 0.22
percent of the census benchmark. Jurists are 6.50 percent of the sample and 0.08 percent of the
benchmark. Government executive officials are 4.65 percent of the sample and 0.24 percent of
the benchmark. These gaps reflect the fact that access to examen artium depended on social

and institutional resources far beyond elementary schooling.

This interpretation is also consistent with the distinction between rural elites and the rural
population as a whole. Priests, officials, merchants, military men, and prosperous farmers could
be located outside towns while remaining socially close to the academic world. They may have
been best positioned to use improved rural schools as a first step toward further preparation. If
the reform mainly made such families’ sons more likely to continue, the data would show precisely
the pattern observed here: more rural birthplaces and somewhat greater distance from towns,
but only limited movement in the occupational background of fathers. The results therefore
support a layered account of reform effects rather than a binary account in which schooling

either did or did not democratize access.

This does not mean that the reform was irrelevant for social mobility. A small increase
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Figure 6: Fathers’ occupations and class background among artium candidates
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Notes: The figure describes fathers’ occupations for examen artium candidates in the sample, split into
pre- and post-threshold examination cohorts. Occupations are coded using HISCO. Percentages are within
period. Sources: Det Kongelige Norske Frederiks Universitet (nd); van Leeuwen et al. (2002); authors’
calculations.

Table 4: Comparison of fathers’ occupational groups with the 1801 census benchmark

In sample In 1801 census
Occupational group Number Share (%) Number Share (%)
Working Proprietors and Salesmen 612 20.62 2700 1.18
Workers in Religion 273 19.31 494 0.22
Protective Service Workers 227 7.65 17531 7.67
Jurists 193 6.50 188 0.08
Government Executive Officials 138 4.65 537 0.24
Farmers and Agricultural Workers 170 5.73 142599 62.43

Notes: The table compares selected fathers’ occupational groups among examen artium candidates with the
occupational distribution in the 1801 census benchmark included in the data. We use 1801 because it is the
nearest pre-reform nationwide individual census with occupations linked to persons; 1865 is the first later
comparable individual census. The census columns illustrate social selectivity and should not be interpreted
as exact denominators for candidate cohorts. Sources: Arkivverket, University of Bergen, and Minnesota
Population Center (2011a); Arkivverket, University of Bergen, and Minnesota Population Center (2011b);
Det Kongelige Norske Frederiks Universitet (nd); van Leeuwen et al. (2002); authors’ calculations.
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in farmers’ sons among examen artium candidates could still be meaningful in a small elite
system. It may represent the emergence of a limited group of rural candidates whose families
could combine improved elementary schooling with preparation outside listed schools, clerical
support, local patronage, or other resources. But the evidence does not support a strong claim
that the 1827 act democratized higher education. It suggests that geography opened more than

class.

4.3 Comparison with the population occupational structure

Figure 7 compares the candidate sample to census occupational structures using first digit
HISCO groups and educational-level groupings. The contrast is stark. The candidate sample is
heavily weighted toward high and lower professional or managerial backgrounds, while the census
benchmark is dominated by farmers and lower-status occupations. The 1865 panel suggests
some structural change in the economy, but not enough to make the eramen artium sample

representative. Elite education was socially selective throughout the period.

The contrast also helps interpret Wiborg’s comparative argument that Scandinavian sec-
ondary education eventually drew from a broader social base than many continental systems (Wi-
borg, 2004). The Norwegian case may indeed have been less closed than classic elite grammar-
school systems, and later in the century peasant students became more visible. But in the
first half of the nineteenth century, the broadening remained limited. The pathway from rural
elementary school to examen artium existed, but it was narrow. The 1827 reform widened the

entrance to the path without removing the later toll gates.

4.4 Outcomes after artium: field, occupation, and performance

What happened to the students after eramen artium? If rural or farming-origin candidates
reached examen artium only through unusually selective routes, they may not look very different
from other candidates once they crossed the threshold to elite education. If, instead, the reform
opened a broader rural pathway into higher education, we might see systematic differences in

fields of study, occupations, preparation routes, or performance.

Tables 5—7 use countryside birthplace as the key background variable. Each table reports two
specifications from equations (3) and (4) respectively. Panel A estimates the average association
between countryside origin and the outcome. Panel B adds the interaction between countryside
origin and the post-1835 indicator, which is the post-threshold period used elsewhere in the
paper. Again, these tables should be read as conditional on reaching examen artium: they
describe differences among candidates at the elite gate, not the probability that a rural child

reached the advanced to examen artium in the first place.
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Notes: The panels compare fathers of examen artium candidates with occupational distributions from the
census benchmarks included in the data. Candidate fathers are classified using first digit HISCO groups
(Panels a and b) and educational-level groupings based on occupations (panels ¢ and d). Census bars should
be interpreted as benchmarks for social selectivity, not as exact denominators for candidates’ fathers. The
1801 census is the main pre-reform benchmark; 1865 is included as a later comparison because Norway lacks
a comparable nationwide individual occupational census between 1801 and 1865. Sources: Arkivverket,
University of Bergen, and Minnesota Population Center (2011a); Arkivverket, University of Bergen, and
Minnesota Population Center (2011b); Det Kongelige Norske Frederiks Universitet (nd); van Leeuwen et al.
(2002); authors’ calculations.
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Table 5: Occupational outcomes: countryside origin

Panel A
(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)
Dependent variable: Priest ~ Lawyer Doctor Teacher Professor Gov_ official
Countryside 0.053" _0.005  0.002  -0.010 0.004 -0.011
(0.016)  (0.014) (0.012) (0.011) (0.006) (0.011)
N 3006 3006 3006 3006 3006 3006
adj. R? 0.120 0.015 0.006 0.010 0.000 0.003
Panel B
(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)
Dependent variable: Priest ~ Lawyer Doctor Teacher Professor Gov_ official
Countryside 0.097™ _0.011  -0.020  -0.000 0.003 -0.022
(0.026)  (0.022) (0.019) (0.018) (0.010) (0.017)
Countryside x Post1835 -0.068"™™ 0.010 0.035 -0.014 0.001 0.016
(0.031)  (0.027) (0.023) (0.021) (0.012) (0.021)
N 3006 3006 3006 3006 3006 3006
adj. R? 0.122 0.014 0.006 0.010 0.000 0.003

Notes: The table reports linear probability models for later occupational outcomes among candidates who
reached examen artium. Panel A reports the coefficient on countryside birthplace from Equation (3). Panel
B reports the coefficient on countryside birthplace and its interaction with the post-1835 indicator from
Equation (4). All specifications include time fixed effects, distance to coast, and NUTS3 region controls.
Standard errors are in parentheses. Significance: *** p < 0.01, ** p < 0.05, * p < 0.10.
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Table 6: University field outcomes: countryside origin

Panel A

(1) (2) (3)

Dependent variable: Theology Medicine  Law

Countryside 0.065™ 1  _0.012  -0.016
(0.018)  (0.013)  (0.019)

N 3006 3006 3006
adj. R? 0.100 0.008 0.045
Panel B

(1) (2) (3)

Dependent variable: Theology Medicine  Law

Countryside 0.092™ 1 _0.034™~  0.003
(0.028) (0.020)  (0.030)

Countryside x Post1835 -0.041 0.033 -0.029
(0.034) (0.024)  (0.036)

N 3006 3006 3006
adj. R2 0.100 0.009  0.044

Notes: The table reports linear probability models for later university-field outcomes among candidates who
reached examen artium. Panel A reports the coefficient on countryside birthplace from Equation (3). Panel
B reports the coefficient on countryside birthplace and its interaction with the post-1835 indicator from

Equation (4).

All specifications include time fixed effects, distance to coast, and NUTS3 region controls.

Standard errors are in parentheses. Significance: *** p < 0.01, ** p < 0.05, * p < 0.10.
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Table 7: Preparation and performance outcomes: countryside origin

Panel A
(1) (2) (3) (4)
Dependent variable: Privatist Kristania Grade Grade higher
eksamen artium education
Countryside 0.016  -0.068™™ -0.030 -0.026
(0.020) (0.012) (0.020) (0.020)
N 3006 3006 3006 3006
adj. R? 0.031 0.094 0.069 0.031
Panel B
(1) (2) (3) (4)
Dependent variable: Privatist Kristania Grade Grade higher
eksamen artium education
Countryside 0.061~ -0.080"0 -0.004 -0.004
(0.032) (0.019) (0.031) (0.031)
Countryside x Post1835 -0.070~  0.019 -0.040 -0.034
(0.038) (0.023) (0.037) (0.037)
N 3006 3006 3006 3006
adj. R? 0.032 0.093 0.069 0.031

Notes: The table reports linear probability models for preparation route, attendance at Kristiania, and
high-grade outcomes among candidates who reached examen artium. Panel A reports the coefficient on
countryside birthplace from Equation (3). Panel B reports the coefficient on countryside birthplace and
its interaction with the post-1835 indicator from Equation (4). All specifications include time fixed effects,
distance to coast, and NUTS3 region controls. Standard errors are in parentheses. Significance: *** p < 0.01,
** p < 0.05, * p <0.10.
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For countryside-origin candidates, the strongest association is with theology and the clerical
route. Table 5 shows that countryside origin is associated with a higher probability of becoming
a priest, especially in the pre-threshold period. Table 6 shows the corresponding pattern for
theology. In Panel B, countryside origin is associated with a 9.7 percentage-point higher prob-
ability of priesthood and a 9.2 percentage-point higher probability of studying theology in the
pre-threshold period, while the post-1835 interaction is negative for priesthood and not statis-
tically significant for theology. This suggests that rural candidates’ older connection to clerical
careers did not strengthen after the reform window; if anything, it weakened for priesthood

among those who reached examen artium.

Table 7 shows that rural origin is less predictive for preparation and performance outcomes.
Countryside origin is associated with a lower probability of attendance at Kristiania, which is
unsurprising if rural candidates were less tied to the capital’s school network. Rural origin is
positively associated with privatist status in the pre-threshold period, while the post interaction
is negative. This is consistent with a possible shift from preparation outside listed schools toward
formal schooling among rural candidates, though the interpretation requires caution because
privatist status may mean different things across time and places. The high-grade coefficients
are small and imprecise, suggesting that rural candidates who crossed the examen artium gate
did not perform systematically worse or better than other candidates after conditioning on the

included controls.

Tables 8-10 repeat the same exercise using whether the father worked in farming or agricul-
ture instead of the countryside indicator. These tables are central because they separate rural
geography from social origin. A candidate could be born outside a town but still come from a
clerical, commercial, or official household. Father in farming is therefore the sharper, though

much rarer, measure of whether access broadened toward ordinary rural households.
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Table 8: Occupational outcomes: father in farming

Panel A
(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)
Dependent variable:  Priest Lawyer Doctor Teacher Professor Gov_ official
Farmer 0.007  -0.008  0.015 0.011 -0.013 -0.001
(0.032) (0.028) (0.024) (0.022) (0.012) (0.022)
N 3006 3006 3006 3006 3006 3006
adj. R? 0.117 0.015 0.006 0.010 0.001 0.003
Panel B
(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)
Dependent variable: Priest Lawyer Doctor Teacher Professor Gov_ official
Farmer -0.093  0.003 0.025 0.017 -0.033 0.063
(0.063) (0.054) (0.047) (0.042) (0.024) (0.042)
Farmer x Post1835  0.136™ -0.016 -0.015  -0.009 0.027 -0.087™
(0.073) (0.063) (0.055) (0.049) (0.028) (0.049)
N 3006 3006 3006 3006 3006 3006
adj. R? 0.118 0.014 0.006 0.010 0.001 0.003

Notes: The table reports linear probability models for later occupational outcomes among candidates who
reached examen artium. Panel A reports the coefficient on an indicator that the father worked in farming
or agriculture from Equation (3). Panel B reports this indicator and its interaction with the post-1835
indicator from Equation (4). All specifications include time fixed effects, distance to coast, and NUTS3
region controls. Standard errors are in parentheses. Significance: *** p < 0.01, ** p < 0.05, * p < 0.10.
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Table 9: University field outcomes: father in farming

Panel A

(1) (2) (3)

Dependent variable: Theology Medicine  Law

Farmer -0.011 0.003 -0.009
(0.035) (0.025) (0.037)

N 3006 3006 3006
adj. R? 0.096 0.008 0.044
Panel B

(1) (2) (3)

Dependent variable: Theology Medicine  Law

Farmer -0.109 -0.006 0.034
(0.068) (0.049) (0.072)

Farmer x Post1835  0.133%7  0.012  -0.058
(0.079)  (0.057)  (0.084)

N 3006 3006 3006
adj. R? 0.096 0.008 0.044

Notes: The table reports linear probability models for later university-field outcomes among candidates who
reached examen artium. Panel A reports the coefficient on an indicator that the father worked in farming
or agriculture from Equation (3). Panel B reports this indicator and its interaction with the post-1835
indicator from Equation (4). All specifications include time fixed effects, distance to coast, and NUTS3
region controls. Standard errors are in parentheses. Significance: *** p < 0.01, ** p < 0.05, * p < 0.10.
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Table 10: Preparation and performance outcomes: father in farming

Panel A

(1) (2) (3) (4)
Dependent variable: Privatist Kristania Grade Grade higher
eksamen artium education

Farmer 0.020 0.005 -0.025 -0.078MH
(0.039) (0.024) (0.038) (0.038)
N 3006 3006 3006 3006
adj. R? 0.031 0.084 0.068 0.031
Panel B

(1) (2) (3) (4)
Dependent variable: Privatist Kristania Grade Grade higher
eksamen artium education

Farmer 0.064 0.050 -0.018 -0.099
(0.076)  (0.047) (0.074) (0.075)
Farmer x Post1835  -0.060  -0.061 -0.010 0.028
(0.089)  (0.055) (0.086) (0.087)
N 3006 3006 3006 3006
adj. R? 0.030 0.084 0.068 0.031

Notes: The table reports linear probability models for preparation route, attendance at Kristiania, and
high-grade outcomes among candidates who reached examen artium. Panel A reports the coefficient on an
indicator that the father worked in farming or agriculture from Equation (3). Panel B reports this indicator
and its interaction with the post-1835 indicator from Equation (4). All specifications include time fixed
effects, distance to coast, and NUTS3 region controls. Standard errors are in parentheses. Significance: ***
p < 0.01, ** p < 0.05, * p < 0.10.
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For candidates with fathers in farming, the estimates are sparser and less stable than the
countryside-origin estimates. Table 8 shows a positive post-1835 interaction for priesthood,
while Table 9 shows a similar positive interaction for theology. Most other occupational and
field outcomes show no clear differences. Table 10 likewise shows no systematic post-threshold
change in privatist status, attendance at Kristiania, or grade outcomes. These results fit the main
conclusion: there is evidence of some broadening from farming backgrounds, but not enough to

show a systematic transformation of later elite careers among those who entered examen artium.

Taken together, the outcome tables reinforce rather than overturn the main compositional
evidence. The 1827 reform appears to have broadened the geography of elite entry more than
the social base of elite outcomes. Rural-origin candidates remained connected to older clerical
pathways, while candidates from farming households became somewhat more visible but not
numerous enough to reshape the occupational or university-field distribution among those who

reached examen artium.

5 Interpretation and limitations

The evidence points to a modest broadening of the geography of elite education after Norway’s
1827 rural school reform. Rural candidates became more common, and candidates came from
somewhat farther away from towns. Farmers’ sons also became slightly more common, but from
a very low base and in a sample that remained dominated by privileged occupational back-
grounds. The most plausible interpretation is that the reform improved the starting conditions
for some rural children but left intact the major barriers between elementary schooling and

examen artium.

This interpretation is consistent with the institutional history. The 1827 act made rural
elementary schooling more regular and somewhat broader in curriculum. It did not create
equal secondary schooling, subsidize preparation outside listed schools, remove Latin and other
academic requirements, or change the costs of university attendance. The long route from parish
school to examen artium still required family resources and institutional connections. A rural
priest, official, or prosperous farmer could plausibly use improved elementary schooling as a
foundation for further preparation. A poor rural laborer usually could not. This is why a rural

effect can appear without a large class effect.

Several limitations remain. First, the data are conditional on reaching ezamen artium. They
cannot tell us directly how many rural children might have reached higher schooling but did
not. Second, treatment is measured by birth in the countryside, not by actual schooling history.
Some rural-born candidates may have moved to towns; some urban-born candidates may have
had rural family backgrounds; and implementation varied across parishes. Third, the timing is
approximate. The 1837 cutoff is historically motivated but not a sharp assignment rule. Fourth,
other changes occurred in the period, including the consolidation of the university, growth in
the number of schools, local economic change, and the 1848 urban school act. Fifth, the census
comparison is useful for scale, but it is only a pre-reform benchmark. The 1801 census shows

how socially selected the examen artium sample was relative to the nearest earlier occupational
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structure, but it cannot serve as a cohort-specific denominator for the fathers of candidates
reaching ezxamen artium between 1815 and 1860. Selective migration is a smaller concern for
the main 1815-1860 analysis than it would be later in the century. Large-scale Norwegian
emigration accelerated mainly after the mid-nineteenth century, and the most intense era of
mass migration lies outside our main window. Still, migration could matter at the margin if
ambitious rural families moved to towns for schooling or if some potential candidates left Norway.
Work on the age of mass migration shows that selection into migration can be socially patterned
(Abramitzky et al., 2012).

A further limitation is that the tables describe candidates, not applicants or potential can-
didates. We do not observe boys who began secondary preparation but failed to take examen
artium, nor boys whose families considered further schooling but abandoned the plan. Such un-
observed margins are likely to be socially patterned. If the reform encouraged more rural boys to
attempt additional schooling but most were stopped before the examination, our candidate data
would understate the reform’s effect on aspirations and intermediate schooling. If, on the other
hand, only families already near the learned elite responded, the candidate data may capture
most of the reform-relevant change at the top. Distinguishing these possibilities requires sources
outside the current grade-list sample, such as school registers, parish-level school reports, or

denominators by birth cohort and occupation.

The broader implication is that schooling reforms can have different effects at different mar-
gins. The 1827 act may have increased rural children’s basic access to instruction; it may have
broadened the geographical origins of those who reached examen artium; and it may still have
had limited consequences for social mobility into the highest educational tracks. These are not
contradictory outcomes. They reflect a layered educational system in which each transition
had its own barriers. Historical work on social mobility makes a similar point. Schooling can
improve later outcomes while family background remains highly persistent (Long, 2006; Clark,
2021; Tapia and de Miguel Salanova, 2021). The Norwegian evidence adds an early nineteenth-

century Scandinavian case to that debate.

6 Conclusion

Norway’s 1827 rural school reform was a major step in the construction of a more coherent
national framework for elementary schooling. It strengthened and regularized rural instruction,
while preserving local responsibility, church supervision, and substantial variation in provision.
This paper asks whether a reform at the base of the educational system could change access
at the top: did broader rural primary schooling alter the composition of the young men who

reached examen artium, the gateway to university education and many elite careers?

The answer is yes, but within clear limits. The reform did not democratize elite education
in any simple or dramatic sense. The sons of farmers and rural households remained heavily
under-represented among examen artium candidates, and the fathers of candidates continued
to be disproportionately clergy, officials, jurists, proprietors, and other advantaged groups. Yet

this persistence should not obscure the central finding. After the cohorts plausibly affected by
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the reform began to reach examen artium, recruitment became measurably more rural. The
share of candidates from the countryside increased, and candidates came from places somewhat
farther from towns. For a reform that operated only through elementary schooling, and that
left the secondary-school system, classical curriculum, tutoring market, examination costs, and

family-resource constraints largely intact, this is a meaningful effect.

This is the broader lesson of the paper. Primary-school reform could matter even when
later educational bottlenecks remained in place. The 1827 act was not designed to reconstruct
the whole educational ladder. It did not create a comprehensive school system, equalize ac-
cess to secondary preparation, or remove the social costs of reaching eramen artium. Yet by
strengthening the rural foundations of schooling, it appears to have widened the geographical
base from which elite education recruited. The effect was modest, delayed, and incomplete,
but it was not negligible. Our findings therefore clarify both the power and the limits of early
nineteenth-century school reform. Mass schooling could begin to loosen the geography of elite
recruitment before higher education itself was democratized. At the same time, the gateway
to university remained socially narrow because elementary reform alone could not undo the cu-
mulative advantages embedded in secondary schooling, private preparation, classical curricula,
clerical and family networks, and household resources. This pattern is consistent with the logic
of Effectively Maintained Inequality (EMI): when basic access widened, advantage could still
be preserved through the more demanding and prestigious routes leading to examen artium,
university study, and official careers. In this sense, Norway’s experience speaks to a broader
problem in the economics of education and mobility. Expanding schooling at the bottom of the
system can change who reaches the top, but the size and distribution of that effect depend on

whether downstream institutions also become accessible.
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A Additional descriptive figures

Figure A1: Distribution of distance to nearest city by five-year interval
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Notes: Boxplots show the distribution of candidate-level distance from birthplace to the nearest city in five-
year examination intervals. The figure complements the annual mean distance series in Figure 4. Sources:
Det Kongelige Norske Frederiks Universitet (nd); candidate birthplaces and city list.
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Figure A2: Time series of fathers’ skill and educational level
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Notes: The panels plot annual or five-year shares of candidates by broad skill and educational categories
of fathers’ occupations. Occupations are coded to HISCO and grouped using HISCLASS. Sources: Det

Kongelige Norske Frederiks Universitet (nd); van Leeuwen et al. (2002); candidate fathers’ occupations and
authors’ calculations.

Figure A3: Distribution of candidates’ later occupational levels
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Notes: The figure reports the distribution of later occupational levels for candidates, grouped by period.
Occupational levels are based on HISCO/HISCLASS occupational groupings. Sources: Det Kongelige Norske
Frederiks Universitet (nd); van Leeuwen et al. (2002); authors’ calculations.

38



European
Historical

Economics
Society

EHES Working Paper Series

Recent EHES Working Papers

EHES 306 How to deal with machine learning bias in economic history
Torben S. D. Johansen, Julius Koschnick, Christian Vedel

EHES 305 Income Inequality and Structural Transformation: Evidence from
Swedish Micro Data, 1870-1970

Erik Bengtsson, Jakob Molinder, Svante Prado

EHES 304 Shared Knowledge, Shared Lives: Literacy Spillovers in Rural Spanish
Households, 1906—1920

Opeyemi Afolabi Femi-Oladunni

EHES 303 Dairy farming and the rural exodus

Jonatan Andersson, Goran Ulving

EHES 302 Accounting for the Reversal of Fortune: Spain and Britain, 1501-1800
Leandro Prados de la Escosura

EHES 301 What Did Workers Do? Using Job Ads to Analyze the Task Content of
Work in an Industrializing Economy

Erik Hellberg, Jakob Molinder

EHES 300 Breaking barriers: Gender disparities in high school performance,
1813-1929

Christian Mgller Dahl, Nick Ford, Kristin Ranestad, Paul Sharp,
Christian Emil Westermann

EHES 299 The Mechanisms of Intergenerational Status Transmission in Modern
Scandinavia

Gregory Clark, Martin Hprlyk Kristensen

EHES 298 Automated historical census digitization using image augmentation and
transformer-based methods
Leonardo Costa Ribeiro, Jonatan Andersson, William Skoglund, Jakob
Molinder, Martin Onnerfors

All papers may be downloaded free of charge from: https://www.ehes.org/

The European Historical Economics Society is concerned with advancing education in European economic
history through study of European economies and economic history. The society is registered with the Charity
Commissioners of England and Wales number: 1052680.



https://www.ehes.org/

