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Lesson 6—Outline

1. Why do sociologists care about educational stratification?
– The main research questions in educational attainment research 

2. Liberal and related theories of meritocracy
– 4 predictions of the increasing meritocracy thesis (IMT)

3. Cross-national Trends (I): Educational expansion
– Key features of educational systems

4. Cross-national Trends (II): The effect of O on E

5. Cross-national Trends (III): Increasing meritocracy?
– The Liner Regression Model

– The Sequential Logistic Regression Model

– Findings

6. Mechanisms: Primary and secondary effects

7. Discussion



1. Why do sociologists care about 

education?



Why do sociologists care about 

education?

• Education is a scarce resource, unequally distributed, 
and a good predictor of future life chances (key 
sorting mechanism)

• Crucial mechanism of inequality transmission (i.e. 
key means through which parents pass on their 
resources, lifestyle, values, motivations . . . to their 
children)

• Offers possibilities for policy intervention to reduce 
social inequalities

• Education is valued for other ends too (social 
cohesion; transmission of altruistic values, civic 
culture, social trust, fanily formation, lifestyles, etc...)



!
Education mediates the association 

between social origin and class 

destination: hence  analysing 

inequality of educational opportunity 

(IEO) is key for the study of social 

stratification



The main Qs in educational attainment 

research

• To what extent does educational attainment (E) depend 

on individuals’ social background (O)? 

• Has educational attainment (E) become less dependent on 

social origin (ascribed characteristics) (O) over time?

• What are the mechanisms linking O to E? (i.e. how do 

parental resources (O) influence children’s educational 

performance and educational choices?)

• How does the association between O-E vary across 

countries? Can we explain this variation?



A key summary question: Are our 

societies increasingly meritocratic?

.. Hence the importance of the meritocracy
debate



Remember: Meritocracy= a system where the 

distribution of rewards is based on people’s 

individual achievement not by their ascribed 

characteristics (e.g. class of origin; gender, ethnicity)



2. Liberal and related theories of 

meritocracy 

Predictions



The classical modernisation thesis      
(yes, again!!) 

• + Technical change and rationality + need for greater 

differentiation of the occupational structure need for an 

increasingly qualified workforce

• Growth in the scale of production, the service sector and the 

welfare state  Growth of complex bureaucratic organisations

Educational expansion is required to fulfil the growing 
demand for skills (see e.g. Parsons 1960; Blau and Duncan 
1967; Treinman 1970; Kerr et al. 1960) (see lessons 4 and 5)



• Increasing market competition Individual talent cannot be 

wasted Need for rational selection procedures Reform of 

elitist educational systems

• Increasing urbanisation and geographical mobility weakens 

parental ties and their influence on D

• Mass communication increases informational flows and 

widens individuals’ aspirations

• Greater affluence increases the resources needed for human 

capital investment

Increasing importance of individual merit over ascribed 
characteristics

The classical modernisation thesis      
(yes, again!!) 



Post-industrialism thesis                     

(Bell 1973) 
• The class structure of post-industrial societies is characterised by the 

rapid growth of professional, technical and managerial positions 

associated with high income and other advantageous rewards

• Knowledge-intensive economies require a meritocratic selection 

process into these positions (due to efficiency and technical 

complexity requirements)

• Education is regarded as the key resource that warrants the selection 

into professional and managerial positions

• To the extent that educational expansion and reform generates a 

greater equality of educational opportunity, high rewards will be 

regarded as deserved (i.e. achieved through merit rather than unfair 

ascribed influences) Increasing legitimacy of the system



!
Classical modernisation and post-

industrial society theories predict

educational expansión and increasing

meritocracy over time



4 predictions of the increasing

meritocracy thesis (IMT)

1. Educational expansion over time is expected (due to technical 
change and bureaucratisation)

2. The association between O and E should weaken over time
because: 

1. employers become more meritocratic (due to increasing market competition and 
technological complexity) 

2. societal changes weaken parental ties, increase aspirations and favour 
educational investments

3. The association between E and D should strengthen over time as 
skills (and abilities) should become increasingly important in 
employers’ selection procedures (as above)

4. The association between E and D must be (increasingly) constant 
(i.e. the same) for individuals of different O (as all other 
considerations apart from E in social selection should be 
discounted) Education should have the same value regardless of 
social origin



!
The predictions of the IMT should

apply to all adscriptive characteristics

(class, gender, ethnicity, race)



3. Cross-national Trends (I): 

Educational expansion and 

educational systems



Cross-national commonalities

• Educational expansion over the course of the 20th (and 

21st) century:

1. Primary education, and then secondary education, 

becomes free, compulsory and quasi-universal

2. Expansion of tertiary education in most countries (but

not all) 

3. The minimum school-leaving age has been rising 

4. Average educational attainment has increased









Findings on educ. expansion

1. Rapid expansion in all countries in primary and secondary

education

2. Tertiary education expands rapidly in many countries (e.g. 

KR, IE, ES, FR, NO, etc..) but not in all (e.g. DE, US, 

ISR, IT, TR, CHN, BRA)

3. Despite expansion, educational attainment varies widely

across countries



Educational attainment, OECD

• Perhaps it is easier to check this table

https://data.oecd.org/eduatt/adult-education-level.htm


Why these country differences in 

educational attaintment?

• The general starting (socioeconomic) conditions are different

• The timing of educational reforms is different

• There are marked differences in the institutional characteristics 
of educational systems (and labour markets)

– Literature on Varieties of Capitalism (Hall and Soskice 

2001) http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Varieties_of_Capitalis

• Coordinated Market Economies (CME) strong emphasis 

on vocational training providing industry-specific skills

• Liberal Market Economies (LME) emphasis on formal 

education from high schools and colleges providing general 

skills 

See e.g: Peter A. Hall, David Soskice (eds.) 2001. Varieties of Capitalism. The 

Institutional Foundations of Comparative Advantage. Oxford: Oxford University 

Press.

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Varieties_of_Capitalis


4. Cross-national Trends (II)

Studying the link between Origin and 

Educational Attainment



So, how much does social background  

(O) affect educational attainment?



Level Description Principal characteristics

0 Pre-primary education
Initial stage of organized instruction, designed primarily to introduce very young children to a school-type 

environment and to develop their cognitive, physical, social and emotional skills. Designed for children from age 

3 to the start of primary education.

1
Primary education or first stage 

of basic education

Normally starting between the ages of 5 - 7, designed to give a sound basic education in reading, writing and 

mathematics along with an elementary understanding of other subjects.

2
Lower secondary or second 

stage of basic education

Designed to complete basic education, usually on a more subject-oriented pattern. It builds upon the learning 

outcomes from primary education (ISCED level 1) and aims to lay the foundation for lifelong learning and human 

development.

3 Upper secondary education
More specialized education typically beginning at age 15 or 16 years and/or completes secondary education in 

preparation for tertiary education, or to provide skills relevant to employment, or both.

4
Post-secondary non-tertiary 

education

Programmes that straddle the boundary between upper- and post-secondary education from an international point 

of view. ISCED level 4 programmes, considering their content, cannot be regarded as tertiary programmes. They 

are often not significantly more advanced than programmes at ISCED level 3 but they serve to broaden the 

knowledge of participants who have already completed a programme at level 3.

5 First stage of tertiary education

Tertiary programmes having an educational content more advanced than those offered at ISCED levels 3 and 4. 

These programmes may be academically based or practically oriented / occupationally specific. Entry to these 

programmes normally requires the successful completion of ISCED level 3A or 3B or a similar qualification at 

ISCED level 4A. All degrees and qualifications are cross-classified by type of programmes, position in national 

degree or qualification structures and cumulative duration at tertiary.

6
Second stage of tertiary 

education

Tertiary programmes leading to the award of an advanced research qualification, e.g. Ph.D. These programmes are 

therefore devoted to advanced study and original research and are not based on course-work only. It typically 

requires the submission of a thesis or dissertation of publishable quality which is the product of original research 

and represents a significant contribution to knowledge.

ISCED levels of education (1997)
International Standard Classification of Education (UNESCO)



Early school leavers (ISCED 1-2) by parents' highest educational attainment (in %)

Primary and Lower 

Secondary

(ISCED 1-2)

Upper and Post-

Secondary

(ISCED 3-4)

Tertiary

(ISCED 5-6)

Ratio

(ISCED1-2/

ISCED 5-6)

Austria 24 13 10 2,4

Belgium 26 12 3 8,7

Spain 40 21 11 3,6

Finland 13 15 8 1,6

France 26 17 6 4,3

Greece 20 8 6 3,3

Hungary 33 9 3 11,0

Italy 38 19 11 3,5

Sweden 18 12 10 1,8

Source: Author’s calculations from  Iannelli, C. 2003. "Young People's Social Origin, Educational Attainment and Labour Market Outcomes in Europe". 

EUROSTAT, Statistics in focus theme 3-6/2003.



!
In Spain the proportion of drop-outs

in poorly-educated families (40%)  is

4 times higher than in highly-

educated families (8%)



!
In Finland the proportion of drop-outs

in poorly-educated families (13%)  is

only 1.6 times higher than in highly-

educated families (8%)



!
Huge differences in the proportion of 

drop-outs amongst low-educated 

origins between Finland (13%) and 

Spain (40%)





Proportion of children with tertiary education (ISCED 5-6) amongst  

parents with low (ISCED 1-2) and high  (ISCED 5-6) education  

European Social Survey 2004-2010

Source: Own calculations using the European Social Survey, rounds 2 and 4 combined



!
Large differences in the proportion of 

children with tertiary education by 

parental education everywhere 



!
Yet origin gaps are  much larger in 

some countries than in others



!
Scandinavian countries show again 

the smallest origin gaps in access to 

tertiary education 



?
How can we explain differences in 

the O-E association across countries?



Key Institutional Dimensions of 

Educational Systems



Some key dimensions of educational 

systems 

1. Central (State) vs. local (Regions/Municipalities) control; 
resources, provision; uniformity of curricula (standardization)

2. Comprehensive vs. selection; tracking/streaming (school types) 
(comprehensiveness)

3. Timing of selection, possibility of switching from one stream to 
another (reversibility)

4. Relative weight of vocational training (vocational specificity)

5. Whether private sector exist alongside state sector 
(privatization) Price of tertiary education

6. Teacher/student ratios (ratios)

7. Teaching reinforcement programmes for low achievers 
(reinforcement)

8. Timing of teaching intervention (timing)



!
Low standardization + early tracking 

+ non-reversibility + privatization + 

low ratios + low reinforcement + late 

timing= stronger O effects (i.e. higher 

IEO) 



!
We see O-E effects everywhere….



…But has this association 

weakened over time as predicted by 

the increasing meritocracy thesis?



The answer to such question is not 

independent of methodological 

issues/developments



5. Cross-national Trends (III): 

Increasing Meritocracy?

Studying the link between Origin and 

Educational Attainment



2 generations of research on IEO can 

be distinguished



The First Generation of Research 

on Inequality of Educational 

Opportunity (IEO)

The Linear Regression Model 



• Dependent variable: Metric variable Highest Grade 

Completed (sometimes N of years in education)

• Method:

– Regress highest grade completed on O. This will give you an 

estimate of the effect of O on E 

– If you do this for different birth cohorts, you can then compare the 

estimates and test whether O-E has changed over cohorts

(A variable is metric if we can measure the size of the differences between any two 

values of the variable e.g. age, weight, years of schooling, ideological self-

placement, etc…) 

(Remember: a cohort is a group of people born in the same period of time (i.e. a 

generation) 

The Linear Regression Model



The Linear Regression Model

Yit = β0t + ∑s βstXist + Єit

– Where Yit is the highest grade completed of individual ith in 
the tth cohort 

– Where Xist denotes the value of the sth social background 
variable (O) for the ith individual in the tth cohort

– Where βstXist captures the effect of a unit change in Xst on the 
highest grade completed

– Changes of βst over cohorts are interpreted as changes in 
inequality of educational opportunity (IEO)

NOTE: The linear regression model is also known as the OLS model 
(Ordinary Least Squares) (http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ordinary_least_squares)

(More technical notation)



Findings from the OLS model

• Featherman & Houser (1978): 1900-1950: Stability of O-E 

over generatios in the US (>< IMT)

• Halsey et al. (1980) 1918-1939: Increase of the effect of 

O on E over generations in the UK (>< IMT)

• Mare (1981) 1907-1951: Stability in the US (>< IMT)

• Shavit & Blossfeld (1993)Mixed results (inconsistent 

with IMT)

(Remember: IMT= Increasing Meritocracy Thesis)



Trends in the Dependence of Educational Attainment on 

Social Origin (OLS) (Shavit and Blossfeld 1993:16)

Changes in independent variables  
 
 
Country 

Father’s Education Father’s Occupation 

   
US O - 

Germany O O 

The Netherlands - - 

Sweden - - 

UK O O 

Italy - + 

Switzerland O O 

   

Taiwan - O 

Japan - O 

   

Czechoslovakia -+ O 

Hungary O O 

Poland O O 

   

Israel O O 

“+” increasing dependence; “O”  no change in dependence; “-+” first decreasing and then increasing 
dependence 

Source: Blossfeld and Shavit (1993,16)  

over cohorts



!
The evidence from linear 

regression models  is inconsistent 

with the increasing meritocracy 

thesis



!
But the OLS approach is

problematic…

(methodological issues again!)



Problem: The linear regression approach 

conflates 2 different processes

• Educational expansion Implies an increase in 

continuation rates across cohorts downward pressure on 

estimated linear effects

• The process of selection / allocation of students i.e. 

the social mechanisms whereby pupils of different O are 

allocated to various educational attainment levels i.e. the 

pure effect of O on E net of changes in the marginal 

distribution of schooling (these mechanisms reflect 

differences in relative inequality of educational 

opportunities by O)



Problem: The linear regression approach 

conflates 2 different processes

• Linear regression coefficients depend mathematically on both:

1. the marginal distribution of schooling (i.e. changes across 

generations in the absolute N of students accessing different 

educational levels) , and

2. its association with social background

• Linear regression cannot separate these two elements out it 

cannot estimate the relative risks for people of different O 

of achieving a certain level of E net of changes in continuation 

rates

Note that this is equivalent to the problem of distinguishing between 

absolute and relative mobility rates! 



The 2nd Generation of Research 

on Inequality of Educational 

Opportunity 

The Sequential Logistic Regression 

Model



The Sequential Logistic Regression Model of 

Educational Transitions                             

Mare (1980)

• Educational careers have an intrinsically discrete and 
sequential nature which can be decomposed analytically in 
successive branching points

• The model assesses the net effect of O on the odds of 
surviving each specific transition

• Therefore, it gives a measure of IEO that is unaffected by 
historical change in the distribution of schooling (i.e. 
unaffected by educational expansion)

• The technical tool that allows us to make the needed 
conceptual distinction between distribution of E and the 
allocation mechanism is the logistic regression model



!
The logistic regression is based on the

odds ratio…



Odds and odds ratio (a reminder)
 

Proportion making a given educational transition  

Family background Success Failure Total 

A (high) ΠA 1- ΠA 1.0 

B (low) ΠB ΠB 1.0 

 

 
 

P success ΠA 
Odds for A= P of failure = 1- ΠA 

  

P success ΠB 
Odds for B= P of failure = 1- ΠB 

 
 

Odds for higher background ΠA / 1- ΠA 
Odds RatioA/B= Odds for lower background = ΠB / 1- ΠB 

 

1-



!
The odds ratio allows us to 

capture the effect of O on E net 

of educational expansion and for 

different educational transitions!!



Odds and odds ratio (a reminder)
 

Proportion making a given educational transition  

Family background Success Failure Total 

A (high) ΠA 1- ΠA 1.0 

B (low) ΠB ΠB 1.0 

 

 

 

Odds for higher background .75 / .25 3 
Odds RatioA/B= Odds for lower background = .30 / .70 = 0.43 = 6.97 

 

Example:

-The odds of making the analysed educational transitions are 7 times higher for 

pupils of high socioeconomic background than for pupils of low economic 

background

-The odds ratio DOES NOT depend of the marginal distribution of education!!

1-



Loge(Pijt/1- Pijt) = λjt + ∑sλsjtXist

• Where Pijt is the probability that individual ith in the tth cohort 
continues from the (j-1)st to the jth schooling level

• Where Xist denotes the value of the sth social background 
variable (O) for the ith individual in the tth cohort

• Where λist denotes the effect of a unit change in Xst on the log 
odds of grade progression 

Pijt = [exp (λjt + ∑sλsjtXist ) / 1 + exp (λjt + ∑sλsjtXist )

• It can be shown that  the estimates of λist are invariant under 
changes in the marginal distributions of the variables in the 
model. Hence, social background effects (O) do not depend on 
the average continuation rate!

Sequential Logistic Regression Model of 

Educational Transitions (technical, don’t panic)



Mare’s Findings (1981) for the US 
(N=33,000 white male Americans born 1907-1951)

1. Educational expansion increases continuation probabilities for all 
socioeconomic groups  (the gains are smaller for higher 
background groups, as they are closer to the ceiling)

2. Yet Mare found increasing inter-cohort net family background 
effects (O) on the odds of surviving particular transitions 
(increasing inequality of opportunity in the US!) (>< IMT)

3. Effects 1 and 2 are conflated by estimates from linear regression 
models that’s why linear regression estimates suggested stability 
over time in the US!  

4. Within a given cohort, the net effects of O on the chances of a 
positive transition decline steadily over transitions (i.e. O has 
stronger effects on transitions from primary to secondary education 
than from secondary to tertiary) 

– This later finding has been confirmed pretty much everywhere 
(see e.g. Müller and Karle 1993; Blossfled & Shavit 1993; 
Rijken 1999)



Comparative evidence

A review

The seminal study of Shavit and 

Blossfeld (1993)



Trends in the Dependence of Grade Progressions on Social 

Origin (Mare’s Method) (Shavit and Blossfeld 1993:17)

Changes of effect of social origin on grade 
progression 

 
 
 
Country 

 
General pattern of effects of 
social origin across 
educational levels Lower educ. 

Level 
Medium 
ed. Level 

Higer educ. 
Level 

     
US Decreasing

1
 O + O 

Germany Decreasing O O ni 

The Netherlands Decreasing - - ni 

Sweden Decreasing - - ni 

UK Decreasing O O O 

Italy Decreasing O O O 

Switzerland Decreasing - -- + 

     

Taiwan decreasing
2
 O O O 

Japan Decreasing O O O 

     

Czechoslovakia Decreasing O O O 

Hungary Decreasing O O O 

Poland Decreasing O O O 

     

Israel Decreasing O O O 

“+” increasing dependence; “O”  no change in dependence; “-+” first decreasing and then 
increasing dependence; “ni” change no important since effect is non significant. 

1
 Yet there is a stronger effect of father’s occupation at the highest level 

2
 Effects show some kind of non-monotonic pattern at the beginning 

 

Source: Blossfeld and Shavit (1993,17)  

over cohorts



Seminal Comparative Studies: 

Shavit & Blossfeld (1993): 13 countries 

(using Mare’s model)

1. Little overall change in IEO Stability across cohorts 

between O and E transitions>< IMT

2. Yet in the Netherlands and Sweden a decline in IEO is 

observed for transitions into secondary education

– Improved living conditions, income equalisation and 

comprehensive school reform could explain the Swedish case 

(Jonsson, 1993; Erikson 1996; Jonsson and Erikson 2000)

3. For a given cohort, the effects of O over E decline 

steadily over educational transitions as in Mare (1981) 

 i.e. the effects of O are stronger in the earlier 

educational transitions



Latest findings on meritocracy (Breen 2004)

• 11 countries: 1970-2000 (N= 180,000); Analysis of the role of 

education on social fluidity in 6 countries only (D, NL, SE, 

FR, UK, IE)

• The O-E effect has declined over time in Sweden, the 

Netherlands and also in France, but not in Germany, UK or 

Ireland (>< IMT)

– Decrease in IEO in these countries is probably due to policy 

intervention and larger societal characteristics

• The effect of E on D is not constant across O (>< IMT)

• The E-D effect (controlling for O) has grown weaker over 

time in France, Sweden, the Netherlands, UK and Ireland (>< 

IMT)



!
The evidence is inconsistent with 

the increasing meritocracy thesis



Educational expansion has not 

led to a general decrease of IEO



6. Mechanisms

Primary and Secondary effects of 

Class



Mechanisms: 2 different effects of parental 

class on children’s educational attainment 
(Boudon 1974)

1. Primary effects Effects of class O on children 

academic performance Capture genetic, socio-

cultural and/or behavioural advantages/disadvantages

 Children from more advantaged class backgrounds tend to 

show higher academic performance!!

2. Secondary effects Effects of O on educational 

choices made within the range of educational 

performance (i.e. net of performance)

 For the same level of academic performance, children from 

more advantaged class backgrounds tend to take up more 

ambitious educational options!!



Transition rates (%) into A-level work of children of differing 

class background, England and Wales

1974 1986 2001

Privileged 

background

51 65 76

Working Class 

background

17 33 39

Odds Ratios S/W 5.0 3.7 5.0

Source: Jackson et al (2007)

A-levels Exam taken around age 16, which determines whether or not children will

pursue the higher-level academic qualifications (A-levels is usually required for

university entry)



Average academic performance scores (standardized) of 

students by class background and class differences, England 

and Wales

1974 1986 2001

Privileged 

background

0.42 0.39 0.37

Working Class 

background

-0.39 -0.35 -0.53

∆PW 0.81 0.74 0.90

Source: Jackson et al (2007)



Primary and Secondary Effects on Class in England and Wales, 2001

(Jackson et al 2007) 
(note: salariat =service class)



... In words

• We observe significant differences in academic 

performance by class of origin (primary effects of class)

• But performance is not the only reason for class 

differences in educational attainment  for every level of 

performance, working class children show lower 

continuation rates  (secondary effects of class)

• This means that working-class children need higher levels 

of performance to access university than children from the 

privileged classes!!



1974 1986 2001

% Primary effects 64 61 76

% Secondary effects 36 39 24

Source: Jackson et al (2007)

Estimated relative importance of primary and secondary class effects 

(as % of log-odds ratio) for transition to A-level work, England and 

Wales

...and what is the relative importance of 

primary versus secondary class effects?



Implication: Policies to increase 

equality of educational 

opportunity should target both 

primary and secondary effects of 

class



We will discuss primary and 

secondary effects (including 

policy implications) more closely 

in the next two weeks
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7. Discussion



?
Imagine a society where the best class 

positions were occupied by those who 

were the brightest and/or worked the 

hardest….



?
Now suppose that intelligence and the 

motivation to exert effort were 

largely inherited from parents….



?
Would this society be meritocratic?...

.



?
Would this society be mobile?...

.



?
…and would it be fair?...



That’s all!


