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Abstract 

 

This paper is concerned with inequalities in educational opportunities in France and presents data collected 

from cohorts barn between 1919 and 1973, a period characterized by educational expansion. Data from 

large representative French surveys were compiled in such a way making accurate historical and 

international comparisons possible. The paper argues that there has been a shift in social inequalities, from 

entry into collège (lower secondary school) to entry into lycée (upper secondary school leading to the 

baccalauréat). This is so, even when, due to educational expansion, it is possible to chart a drop in 

inequalities, as far as the highest level of education is concerned. Finally, policy implications have been 

drawn from international comparisons of data on the reduction of social inequality. 
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Inequalities in Educational Opportunities in France: educational expansion, democratization 

or shifting barriers-?3 

 
 

In France as in most industrialised countries, equalising educational opportunities has been a long-standing 

political concern. It is also a traditional and persistent theme in French sociology of education. A distinctive 

feature of French researchers has been to generate macro-sociological theories which focus on social 

reproduction through schooling (such as Bourdieu, Passeron, 1970). More recently, the interest of 

sociologists has shifted to the micro-level, as they have investigated the processes through which 

reproduction takes place in a predominantly empirical way. 

 
 

Reference to Bourdieu' s social reproduction paradigm has become so well established in France, as 

elsewhere, that it does not seem necessary to elaborate it here. The predictive capacity of this model is well 

established. However, in relation to the evolution of social opportunities in schooling, Bourdieu's theoretical 

framework does not make it possible to arbitrate between two opposite predictions: either one could expect 

a reduction of social inequalities within schools, owing to the increase in parental levels of education, which 

would result in a lessening of cultural deprivation which characterizes many of the most under-privileged 

pupils; or one could also expect that inequalities will constantly evolve, as long as parents value some forms 

of certification more than others, in order to achieve advantage for their children. 

 
 

Today, French sociologists working on the issue of equality, have either concentrated on methodological 

problems (with debates about pitfalls involved when analysing evolution: see Merllié 1985, and Vallet, 1988 

for example), or have chosen to focus upon the links between social background, educational attainment and 

social outcomes, thus endorsing the classical viewpoint of social mobility (Goux et Maurin, 1997). In doing 

so, they are nearer to Boudon's model, which considers individuals as social actors, who make meaningful 

choices within an institutional and economic context; the evolution of which may affect the characteristics 

of the social inequalities themselves. This perspective concentrates on the analysis of choices during 

schooling rather than on inequalities concerning academic achievement (for instance, Duru-Bellat, 1996 and 

2000). In addition, it shifts attention to educational policies or reforms which are likely to modify the 

institutional context in which choices are made. However, until now, empirical studies have remained rather 

scarce in France. Still more rare are historical and international comparisons, even though they may prove 

an heuristic way to shed light on the persistence of social inequalities in schooling. Even where some 

comparative work has been undertaken, they rely mainly on old surveys. Using the 1970 French Education, 
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critical comments on first drafts of this paper. 
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Training and Professions Surveys (FQP Surveys, see appendix), Garnier and Raffalovich (1984), Müller and 

Karle (1993) and Müller (1996) concluded that the association between social background and educational 

attainment has not undergone significant change in the post war period. However, their work covers 

generations born between 1910 and 1947, i.e. the youngest members had reached the age of eleven or 

twelve, making them eligible to enter a lower secondary school before the "Berthoin reform", which 

introduced universal access to that level of schooling. Using data including generations born in 1959-68, 

Goux and Maurin's findings (1997) confirm this conclusion. Recent studies undertaken in France by Brauns 

(1998) and Müller (1998) are taking contemporary data into account; their findings indicate some decline in 

inequalities but this needs to be confirmed by a specific study based upon repeated surveys, as with the work 

presented in this paper. 

 
 

The question of shifts in educational opportunities is of special interest because the twentieth century has 

been a period of strong educational expansion at all levels in France, especially over the last thirty years. To 

give an example, the percentage reaching the "baccalauréat" (the French upper secondary school diploma) 

rose from 20% in 1966 to 40% in 1986, and to 68% in 1996. While one might have predicted that this 

expansion would result in some democratization, educational attainment remains strongly linked to pupils' 

social background: among 20-21 years old (in 1996), 51% of the children of manual workers reached the 

level of the "baccalauréat", compared with 87% of the children of top executives, teachers, or lower service 

class members (MENRT-DPD, 1998). To shed light on the issue "has some democratization been 

achieved?", it is inadequate to focus on the global association between social background and current 

positions at different periods of time, as is currently done by specialists of social mobility. What should be 

done is a comparison between the schooling careers of successive cohorts, within their socio-historical 

contexts. It is within the latter that the structures of opportunity have been changing. Among the factors 

which shape the different historical contexts of cohorts, educational structures certainly play some part, 

along with the policies implemented for change. If one focuses upon education (rather than upon social 

mobility), only a longitudinal approach makes it possible to assess precisely the evolutions between cohorts 

and by doing so, will shed some light on the effects of the educational policies launched during the period 

under study. 

 
In this paper, we present some results that aim to assist historical and international comparisons. The first 

part contains information on the data and the empirical indicators used, and then the paper turns to describe 

briefly some important changes which have occurred in France concerning the educational attainment of 

cohorts born between the beginning of the century and early seventies. We will then examine whether 

during this period, education has appeared to be less and less linked to social background, thus trying to 

assess whether some democratization has taken place. Finally, we draw some comparisons with a sample of 

other European countries. It enables us draw up some policy implications. 
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This paper relies on data on men and women born between 1919 and 1973 (and even 1978 in the most 

recent, but distinct survey), observed in different data sets, that were constructed between 1970 and 1993. 

These data sets have been combined (see appendix). 

 

 

I. Trends in schooling careers in a changing educational system. 

 

 
 

The cohorts attended school and entered the labour market at quite different periods, stamped by diversified 

historical contexts. It is important to remember that the French system has long been organised into two 

distinct tracks: five years of primary school (which could be followed either by "senior primary school" or 

by vocational courses) and secondary school (the lycées, including specific primary courses), leading to the 

baccalauréat after seven years. This dual set of institutions was not socially neutral, and from the forties 

onwards, several reforms were implemented to achieve some democratization. The first important one, in 

1959 (the "Berthoin reform"), extended compulsory schooling by two years (from 14 to 16), and created a 

two-year "observation" (or "pre-sorting out") cycle at the secondary level, which every pupil was supposed 

to complete. However, this common path was implemented in different schools (in the traditional "lycées", 

but also in new lower secondary comprehensive structures, the collège), with very different opportunities to 

complete the four years of schooling which gave access to upper secondary school. A second important act 

was the "Haby reform" in 1978, which merged the existing tracks: every French pupil had to follow a 

common core curriculum in the "collège" of his or her neighbourhood. 

 
 

We developed the following indicators in order to characterize schooling careers during this changing 

period, and thus make it possible to assess the evolution of social inequalities: 

• The proportion of the cohort who reached the first form of the lower secondary (the "6ème"), rather than 

remaining in primary classes or leaving school; 

• The proportion of the cohort who followed a complete four year lower secondary schooling (collège), 

 

• rather than dropping out before the last level ("3ème"); 

 

• The proportion of the cohort who entered the first level of higher secondary, the lycée, which became at 

the end of the sixties, a distinct level, after collège ("2nde"); 

• The proportion of the cohort who obtained a baccalauréat, and a general baccalauréat (rather 

than a technical one), thereby gaining access to higher education. 

 
 

Observations made at these educational levels will make it possible to track the social consequences of 
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expansion in the system, i.e. do inequalities shift to higher levels as access to lower secondary expands? 

Consequently, each of these indicators has been computed either on a whole cohort or on those pupils who 

entered a" 6ème"; this allows us to assess the selection which has occurred within the secondary school 

itself. Owing to the changing historical context of this study, it was not possible to conduct the analysis 

solely on the basis of absolute ratios; these are of course interesting, especially as they show the social 

homogeneity of student bodies at different educational levels (this is what individuals see from the inside) ; 

however, absolute differences between the classes may decline as expansion proceeds, even if relative class 

inequality remains the same. Here, we do not focus on the opportunities of different groups but more upon 

their relative advantage or disadvantage, considering education as a positional good: we thus calculated 

relative indicators such as odds ratios and loglinear (or logit) regression models. These latter measures make 

it possible to focus on the association between schooling career and social background, while the former 

intermingles the evolution of this association with the global result of the development of schooling itself. 

 
 

The first graph below (gr. 1) shows how these different ratios have shifted in the cohorts studied. Up to 

those born in 1939, all the figures are very stable; these cohorts went through the dual system, with very few 

pupils entering the secondary level (access to 6eme is about 28-30%). The figures begin to move among 

cohorts born between 1939 and 1948 (these individuals were 11-12 years old before the reforms were fully 

implemented). Access to 6ème increases (from 30 to 50% in ten years), and the same is true (but to a lesser 

extent) for access to upper secondary school. These changes become more substantial for cohorts born 

between 1949 and 1953, even though the "Berthain reform" had still not been completely implemented (only 

one out of two pupils entered into a 6ème in 1962). In the meanwhile, access to upper secondary school is 

still behind on this point, due to the different tracks existing at the lower secondary level. 

 

 
Figure 1. Access rates to different levels of education according to birth year. France. 
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Changes became quite dramatic for the cohorts born after 1954. In a few years, access to 6ème spread 

widely, and so did access to the fourth year of lower secondary school. Expansion was much more limited as 

far as access into upper secondary school was concerned. Among the cohorts born after 1959, access to 

lower secondary became nearly universal, but again, expansion remained much weaker at the "lycée" level, 

except for the most recent cohorts, born in the early seventies. 

 
 

Access to lower secondary thus became universal for cohorts born in the beginning of the sixties, but what 

must be stressed, and what appears clearly from Graph 2, is that, while access into 6ème spread, promotions 

within lower secondary school became more insecure. For pupils having entered into 6ème, it became more 

and more difficult to complete schooling up to the end of lower secondary school. This difficulty results 

from the development of new vocational tracks accessible to pupils after the two first years of collège (as a 

substitute for the training opportunities which followed primary school in the old system) or after the last 

year of collège. The so called "orientation" -"pre-sorting out"- process developed (with special official texts 

in 1971): instead of having pupils sorted out before lower secondary schools, the sorting process now took 

place within collège itself, as if the problem of the period was to absorb this larger pupil body. It became 

"politically incorrect" to put up barriers at entry to lower secondary school, however, the need to have or at 

least envisage some selection remained and resulted in the more acceptable guise of "orientation". 
 

 
Figure 2. Access rates to last year of college according to birth year . 

 
 

Generally, have the changes been important? In the cohorts barn in the twenties, about 20% entered into a 

6ème; among those happy few, 75% completed lower secondary schooling, and about half entered into an 

upper secondary school; 25% obtained the baccalauréat. In the most recent generations (barn in the 

beginning of the seventies), nearly 100% entered lower secondary school, 75% reaching the last form of 
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collège (3ème); but again, only 50% entered a lycée and only about 33% will take the baccalauréat. Indeed, 

rates are of similar magnitude, even if the whole generation is now involved. However, this evolution is 

going on, and it seems to be accelerating: in the cohort born in 1978, access to the last year form of collège 

is nearly universal (93%), and the access rate to lycée is now about 59%. More recent information, if 

available, could well provide a more impressive picture of this recent and on-going evolution. Selection is 

following a similar pattern, but it tends to occur later on in the educational career. 

 

 

II. Towards an equalisation of educational opportunities? 

 

 
 

In the context of educational expansion, one can ask whether the relationship between social background 

and educational attainment has been declining. We shall focus here on access to both lower secondary s 

(6ème), and upper secondary school (2nde). Social background will be assessed taking into account both the 

father's and the mother's occupation (a class dimension), and their level of education (a "cultural" 

dimension). 
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Table I Access rates to different levels of education for children of workers and professionnals 
 Bef. 129 29-38 39-48 49-53 54-58 59-63 64-73 

Entry into 6ème (lower secondary education) 

whole cohort 26,7 24,1 36,9 46,7 75,4 91,6 96,1 

professionals’ children 83,9 83 86,5 89,2 96,5 97,3 99 

workers’ children 19,8 16,2 23,7 33,9 67,8 87,5 93,2 

difference of % 64,2 66,8 68,8 55,3 28,7 9,8 5,8 

odds ratio for entry into 6eme 21,1 25,3 20,6 16,1 13,1 5,1 7,2 
        

Entry into 2nd (upper secondary education) 

whole cohort 12,1 13,1 24,3 28,2 34,5 39,4 49,2 

professionals’ children 64,8 69,4 81,6 80,9 81,5 85,6 87,4 

workers’ children 5,37 5,9 11,4 14,9 19,0 21,2 28,0 

difference of % 59,43 63,5 70,2 66 62,5 64,4 59,4 

odds ratio for entry into 2nd 32,4 36,2 34,5 24,2 18,8 22,1 17,8 

        

baccalauréat        

whole cohort 5,1 5,9 15,7 19,8 23,9 27,9 33,5 

professionals’ children 35,1 40,7 67,4 67,9 68,9 74 61,7 

workers’ children 1,2 1,9 6,2 8,8 11,2 12,8 19,6 

difference of % 33,9 38,8 61,2 59,1 57,7 61,2 42,1 

odds ratio for obtaining baccalauréat 44,5 35,4 31,3 21,9 17,6 19,4 6,4 
        

Access to tertiary education *       

Whole cohort 5,4  12,5 16,8  20,3  

professional’ s children 41,8  53,4 61,1  50,5  

worker’ s children 1,6  4,2 6,2  9,6  

difference of % 40,2  49,2 54,9  40,9  

odds ratio for access to tertiary ed. 53,3  26,1 23,8  9,6  

Pupil s having entered 6eme only.        

Entry into 2nd (upper secondary education)        

whole cohort 45,3 54,5 65,8 60,5 45,7 43,0 51,2 

professionals’ children 77,2 83,6 90,8 88,6 84,4 87,7 88,2 

workers’ children 27 36,5 47,8 48,1 28,0 24,3 30,1 

differences of % 50,2 47,1 43 40,1 56,4 63,4 58,1 

odds ratio for entry into 2nd 9,2 8,9 10,8 8,1 13,9 22,2 17,4 
        

baccalauréat        

whole cohort 27,7 33,5 42,6 42,5 31,7 30,5 34,9 

professionals’ children 41,8 49 70,2 69,9 71,4 74 62,4 

workers’ children 6,1 11,4 26 31,4 16,5 14,6 21,1 

difference of % 35,7 37,6 44,2 38,5 54,9 59,4 41,3 

odds ratio for obtaining baccalauréat 11,1 7,5 6,7 5,1 12,6 16,6 6,2 

 
Note: Rates concerning cohorts 64± 73 are underestimated, due to the fact that the schooling is not ended for the whole cohort yet. Concerning tertiary 
education, 10 year groups of cohorts have been constructed for sampling reasons: before 1939, 39- 48, 49-58, 59-68. 
Sources:  cohorts born before 1939 (FQP77) 
 cohort born 1939-48 (FQP77) 
 cohort born 1949-1953 (FQP77) 
 cohort born 1954-1958 (FQP85) 
 cohort born 1959-1963 (FQP85) 
 cohort born 1964-1973 (FQP94) 
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Access to 6ème gives a clear example of democratization through the ceiling (or saturation) effect (as 

Graph 3 shows). In the oldest generations, a high proportion of children of top executives entered into a 

6ème (84%), while this was rare for children of manual workers (20%). Thus the former could not increase 

their participation at that level any further, while the latter had a certain amount of leeway: so the gap was 

necessarily reduced. Within the youngest cohorts, ratios are in both cases greater than 93%, so the decrease 

in inequalities seems to be a direct result of the expansion of the educational system. 

 
Figure 3. Access rates to first year of college for worker s’ and professionals’ children. 
 

Models explaining access to 6ème (Table II) confirm this trend. The overall explanatory power of the 

models (as reflected by the G2 figures) goes down from the cohorts born between 1949 and 1953. This 

means that the capacity to predict access to 6ème for a child on the basis of his or her social background or 

gender falls sharply. Beyond the main trend, the models make it possible to assess the respective impact of 

the different characteristics of the pupil. However, this must be done with some care due to the fact that the 

coefficients drawn from different models are never perfectly comparable (especially because of the growth 

in the average access rates during the period in question). 

 
For cohorts born during 1954-58, the net impact of the father's occupation becomes weaker. If some 

inequalities remain significant among younger cohorts, they now distinguish between children of all white- 

collar workers and those from children of manual workers and farmers. The net impact of parents' education 

remains significant, but becomes less important than that of their occupations. Mothers' occupation does not 

have a clear influence, perhaps owing to the heterogeneity of the reference group (non working mothers 

could be either well educated spouses of top executives or poorly educated spouses of manual factory 

workers). Finally, girls, who were still slightly advantaged in the oldest cohorts, increased their advantage in 
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their access of 6ème. Today, in the youngest cohorts, pupils not entering 6ème have access to special classes 

("éducation spécialisée"); these classes are provided for children with specific problems and needs; these 

often prove to be boys from poorer backgrounds. 

 

Table 2. Net effects of parents’ characteristics and gender on access to 6ème 

 
Cohort av. 39 39-48 49-53 54-58 59-63 

Intercept - 1.683 *** -1,18 *** - 0,78 *** 0.51*** 1.61*** 

father’s socio-economic category ref. manual worker 

Farmer - 0.497*** - 0.25*** 0.10ns 0.60*** 0.36ns 

Petit bourgeoisie 0.729*** 0.86*** 0.76*** 0.61*** 0.90*** 

Higher professionals 1.666*** 1.75*** 1.89*** 1.65*** 0.93* 

Lower professionnals 1.188*** 1.32*** 1.22*** 0.88*** 0.84*** 

Routine non manual 0.767*** 0.70*** 0.45*** 0.54*** 0.74** 

mother’ s socio7economic category ref .out of work 

Farmer - 0.681** - 0.70 * - 16.75ns - 0.56** 0.30ns 

Petit bourgeoisie 0.401*** 0.29** 0.40** 0.51* 0.13ns 

Higher professionals 0.03(ns) 0.86* 1.53ns 1.33ns - 0.39ns 

Lower professionnals 0.420* 0.43* 1.04*** 0.59* 0.31ns 

Routine non manual 0.00 0.17* 0.11ns 0.11ns 0.29* 

father’s educational level ref. complete primary education or less 

Intermediate diploma 0.574*** 0.49*** 0.39*** 0.77*** 0.31* 

Baccalauréat or more 1.557*** 1.36*** 0.86*** 0.84*** 0.70* 

mother’ s educational level ref. complete primary education or less 

Intermediate diploma 1.705*** 0.91*** 0.95*** 0.81*** 0.29ns 

Baccalauréat or more 1.705*** 1.12*** 1.09*** 1.17*** 1.14** 

Gender ref. men 

Women 0.254*** 0.32*** 0.29*** 0.40*** 0.60*** 

G2 (df.19) 1770 2519 1027 632 177 

N 7460 9319 5293 5424 4674 

Mean access rates 23.4 36.9 46.7 75.5 91.6 

Source : FQP77, FQP85 (own calculations). 

 
It is one thing is to enter lower secondary school, it is another to survive until the end. Research focusing on 

the tracking process during the eighties showed (Duru-Bellat, 1996 and 2000) that streaming at the end of 

the second year of collège used to produce very strong social differentiation, due to inequalities in academic 

achievement, and also because of inequalities in self-selection: indeed, even when they are of similar 

academic achievement, pupils from lower groups ask for less prestigious tracks than pupils from higher 

social groups. A similar trend is observed at the end of collège, i.e. for a given level of academic 

achievement, parental (and pupils) demands for entering the lycée vary according to social groups; in 

particular, pupils from the most privileged groups prefer to repeat a year rather than moving into a 

vocational track. 
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One may thus expect access to the upper secondary school to be marked by social inequalities, of two-fold 

origin: inequalities in access to lower secondary school (6ème), and tracking inequalities within and at the 

end of this educational level. However, the models show (Table III) that the explanatory power of different 

social characteristics and gender, on the probability of reaching the 2nde is decreasing. This evolution is 

slightly less strong than at the 6ème level but it is comparable. With some care, one can also identify the 

impact of different variables through successive cohorts. The net impact of father's occupation remains 

critical during the period studied, and becomes very much stronger than the influence of parental level of 

education. 

 
Table 3. Net effects of parents’ characteristics and gender on access to 2nd . 

 
cohort av. 39 39-48 49-53 54-58 59-63 64-73 
intercept - 2.55*** - 1.86*** - 1.73*** - 1.69*** - 2.09*** - 1.6537 
father’s socio-economic category ref. manuel worker 
farmer 70.54*** 70.09(ns) 0.15(ns) 0.86*** 0.15(ns) 0.55** 
petit bourgeoisie 1.02*** 0.89*** 0.53*** 0.97*** 0.85*** 0.79*** 
Higher professionals 1.91*** 1.88*** 1.65*** 1.91*** 2.03*** 1.78*** 
Lower professionals 1.22*** 1.34*** 1.04*** 1.11*** 1.11*** 0.94*** 
routine non manual 0.92*** 0.80*** 0.36*** 0.89*** 0.75*** 0.64*** 
mothers’ socio-economic category ref. out of work 
farmer 71.16* 71.62** 716.05(ns) 70.27* 0.55*** 70.07(ns) 
Petit bourgeoisie 70.06(ns) 0.18* 0.51*** 0.26* 0.49*** 0.32* 
Higher professionals 0.27(ns) 0.52(ns) 0.88(ns) 1.24** 0.52(ns) 1.08** 
Lower professionals 0.42** 0.45*** 0.70*** 0.54*** 0.64*** 0.78*** 
routine non manual 70.13 0.01 0.01 0.16* 0.27*** 0.16* 
fathers’ educational level ref. complete primary education or less 
Intermediate diploma 0.64*** 0.44*** 0.49*** 0.53*** 0.32*** 0.37*** 
baccalauréat or more 1.81*** 1.37*** 1.07*** 1.08*** 0.93*** 0.93*** 
mothers’ educational level ref. complete primary education or less 
Intermediate diploma 1.09*** 0.85*** 0.83*** 0.82*** 0.77*** 0.56*** 
baccalauréat or more 1.73*** 1.54*** 1.31*** 1.28*** 1.28*** 0.81*** 
gender ref. men     
women 0.02 0.20*** 0.33*** 0.48*** 0.83*** 0.64*** 
G2 (df.19) 1863 2686 1101 1497 1261 1078 
N 7460 9319 5293 5424 4674 4042 
Mean access rates 12.9 24.27 28.26 34.50 39.39 49.23 

Sources: FQP77, FQP85,FQP93 (own calculations). 
 

If one computes models only on the sub-group who entered 6ème (Table N), an increase in social selection 

is evident, which is reflected in an increase in the G2 value. The impact of father's occupation becomes 

more important and the same is true of the impact of mother's level of instruction. However, this relative 

increase seems to have stopped for the youngest cohort. On the whole, social background remains influential 

for access to upper secondary school. This suggests that certain amounts of cultural and social capital are 

necessary to be able to go through the different transitions within and after collège. Another point to stress 

is that the democratization observed at the entry to lower secondary school has been counter-balanced by a 

stronger form of social selection within collège itself4. 

                                                      
4 This increase in social selection may also be related, as Shavit and Westerbeek (1998) suggest, to the growing 
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Table 4. Net effects of parents’ characteristics and gender on access to 2nd . 
 
(population who entered 6ème ). 
cohort av. 39 39-48 49-53 54-58 59-63 64-73 
intercept -0.25* 0.13 -0.25* -1.15*** -1.9*** -1.654*** 
fathers’ socio-economic category ref. manual worker 
farmer 0.01ns 0.41* 0.11ns 0.73*** 0.12ns 0.546*** 
petit bourgeoisie 0.64*** 0.41*** 0.06ns 0.89*** 0.78*** 0.794*** 
higher professionals 1.28*** 1.31*** 0.96*** 1.73*** 2.06*** 1.776*** 
lower professionals 0.60*** 0.73*** 0.51*** 0.98*** 1.05*** 0.944*** 
routine non manual 0.15** 0.44*** 0.12ns 0.82*** 0.69*** 0.637*** 
mothers’ socio-economic category ref. out of work 
farmer 0.91ns -1.57*  -0.05ns 0.52* -0.073 
petit bourgeoisie -0.48** -0.03ns 0.42* 0.16ns 0.49** 0.317* 
higher professionals 0.89ns 0.18ns 0.53ns 1.11* 0.69ns 1.080*** 
lower professionals 0.19ns 0.46* 0.28ns 0.48* 0.66*** 0.785*** 
routine non manual -0.17ns -0.29* -0.04ns 0.14ns 0.24** 0.161* 
fathers’ educational level ref. complete primary education or less 
intermediate diploma 0.26* 0.15ns 0.39*** 0.36*** 0.29*** 0.368*** 
baccalauréat or more 1.34*** 0.93*** 1.01*** 1.01*** 0.92*** 0.930*** 
mothers’ educational level ref. complete primary education or less 
intermediate diploma 0.61*** 0.15*** 0.41*** 0.70*** 0.79*** 0.557*** 
baccalauréat or more 1.1*** 1.29*** 1.17*** 1.18*** 1.23*** 0.811*** 
gender ref. men 
women -0.31** -0.06ns 0.18* 0.41*** 0.79*** 0.643*** 
G2 (df. 19) 422 574 315 992 1146 1079 
N 2120 4076 2527 4278 4295 4029 
Mean access rates 55 65.8 60.5 45.7 43 51.2 
Sources: FQP77, FQP85,FQP93 (own calculations). 

Social inequalities seem to have shifted from access to lower secondary school to access to upper secondary 

school. This evolution has not been a steady one. Inequalities decreased in the cohorts born in 1949-1953, 

but the following cohorts witnessed the development of new vocational tracks at the end of the sixties; these 

absorbed a growing share of children of manual workers, resulting in growing inequalities, up to the 

youngest cohorts. Generally, if we compare access to 6ème in cohorts born between 1939-1948 (generation 

in which about 37% entered that level, before it was opened up), and access to 2nde in cohorts born between 

1954-58 (generations in which a comparable proportion, 34%, entered that level), it shows that the whole 

pattern of inequalities is quite similar (see table I). This is except for children of farmers (compared with 

those of manual workers) and girls (compared with boys); both their situations have clearly improved. 

Generally, there has been a shift in inequalities, as illustrated by graph 4. 

 

 

                                                                                                                                                                                        
heterogeneity in the population at risk; this is because prior selection is less stringent and accordingly unmeasured factors 
such as ability or motivation are less mediated by class effects. 
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Figure 4. Inequalities in access to college (cohort born 1939± 48) and access to lyceÂ es (cohort born 1954-58). 

 

However one should stress that for cohorts barn in the first years of the seventies, the access rate to lycée 

becomes very high for the most privileged pupils (88% for children of top executives). This implies again a 

democratization through ceiling effects (as only the less privileged pupils can improve their access rate 

significantly). Here it was useful to examine the progress of recent cohorts using different data (obtained 

from the French Ministry of Education) for pupils barn in 1978 who entered collège in 1989. These 

longitudinal data can be compared to similar data for pupils who entered 6ème in 1972 and 1980. Between 

the two first cohorts, the comparison shows that no significant democratization took place, as far as access 

to upper secondary school is concerned. This is also true concerning the most recent cohort (1989). Ratios 

(comparing children of professionals to ones of manual workers) moved from 16,9 for the 1972 cohort, to 

16,2 for the 1980 cohort, and collapsed down to 12,4 for the 1989 cohort. In the near future, this trend 

should bring about a certain amount of democratization at the baccalauréat level. 

 
These changes result from higher rates of completion within collège, the first branching point (at the end of 

the second year of collège) having recently being abolished. This universal completion leads to 

democratization at the collège level, through a ceiling effect. Therefore, pupils from low SES have gained to 

a great extent: access to 3ème (the last year of collège) has risen from 58 to 89% for manual workers' children 

between the two last surveys, even if access to the lycée bas not had the same levels of increased access 

(ratios moved from 30 to 42%). 

As far as access to the lycée is concerned, there is also evidence of a ceiling effect: this is because for the 

1989 cohort, access rate to 2nde is about 90% for the children of professionals (compared with 42% for the 

children of manual workers). However, it is worth noting that, when focusing on students going through 
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lycée without repeating a year, the decrease in social inequalities is less significant: the figures for these 

pupils are respectively 60% and 22%. Again, it is the opening up of the system which boosts 

democratization, rather than a real change in the functioning of transitions: the functioning of transitions 

remains the same -in particular, the same pattern of social inequalities is at work-, but the process takes 

place later. So one may talk of a "quantitative" democratization, i.e. more schooling for all, rather than about 

a "qualitative" one, i.e. a school functioning in a fairer way. 

 
 

It is worth stressing that this shift results in French pupils spending more and more time in school. As far as 

the highest level of education achieved is concerned, a decrease in social inequalities may also go along 

with stability in the social inequalities in transitions. As Mare showed (1981), linear regression models 

explaining the highest level of education intermingle, on the one band, the association between social 

background and transitions to different levels of the system, and, on the other band, the overall rates of 

access to those different levels. If it is heuristic to disentangle those distinct phenomena, one can propose 

that, if education is a good in itself, the evolution of average opportunities (as the absolute rates show) 

should not be disregarded. lt is not trivial to assess to what extent the expansion of education brings about a 

decline in the association between social background and the level of education achieved. 

 

 

Indeed, models show a drop in the percentage of variance explained by social background and gender, thus a 

drop in inequalities; there is also a sharp fall in the net impact of parents' level of education (see Table V). 

Social background clearly explains less and less the final educational level of education; in particular, the 

effect of father's education has fallen off. 

 
Table 5. Regression model of net effects of father socio± economic category and both parents’ levels of education on highest level of education 
completed. 
 
 Av. 1939 1939-48 1949-53 1954-58 1959-63 1964-73 
Intercept 0.05 0.58*** 0.59*** 1.14*** 1.41*** 2.06*** 
father’s socio economic category 0.53*** 0.63*** 0.77*** 0.67*** 0.80*** 0.62*** 
father’s level of education 1.12**** 0.87*** 0.76*** 0.64*** 0.39*** 0.29*** 
mother’s level of education 0.34*** 0.41*** 0.48*** 0.44*** 0.42*** 0.47*** 
R2 26.4% 25.8% 25.2% 22.5% 19.9% 18.2% 
N 5559 7409 5362 5201 2176 4029 
Note: The construction of continuous variables used here are described in the appendix. 
 
 

On the whole, the effects of father's (and even mother's) professions prove more resistant to change than 

father's and mother's education. This pattern does not fit well with reproduction theories, at least as far as a 

dominant and persistent influence of " cultural inheritance " is concerned. It is not very congruent either 

with modernisation theories, according to which, in societies where job allocation relies more strongly on 

credentialism, educational selection is supposed to become more meritocratic. Generally, the decline in 

parental influence on educational outcome can be explained by the opening up of the system, and not by real 

changes in the inequalities operating at successive transitions. However, what of democratization? Even if 
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the successive transitions remain marked by social inequalities, it is not without social or political 

importance that pupils from underprivileged groups are more and more educated and that education is more 

equally distributed. Expansion rnay thus gradually eliminate inequalities in schooling, modifying the 

framework within which social bias operated in the allocation of pupils to education levels (Hellevik, 1997). 

 

 

Il. France in comparative perspective. 

 

 
 

In this study, we assess models which are as comparable as possible with those used in recent comparative 

research (such as by Shavit and Blossfeld, 1993); those models focus on cohort differences in the effects of 

social background on length of schooling (using linear regression), and on different transitions (using logit 

modelling). However, there are of course numerous reasons for being very cautious when comparing models 

constructed in different countries; the sample sizes may vary, some studies cover longer periods than others, 

some rely on pooled data sets, the way social origin is assessed may differ from one country to another, and 

so on... Accordingly, the comparisons should not be "too exacting" (Jonsson, Mills and Müller, 1996). 

 
 

As far as the determinants of length of schooling are concerned, France is in an "average" position. The 

percentage of variance explained by the father's profession, the father's education and the mother's education 

are slightly weaker in France than in ltaly (in the most recent cohort, respectively about 20% and 27%). 

These effects remain stronger than in countries such as the Netherlands (about 12%) and the United 

Kingdom, where the corresponding figure was still about 18% for cohorts born at the beginning of the 

century. The fact that education is less dependent on social characteristics in the UK, than in France could be 

explained by the fact that the British system remains more "meritocratic" than the French one (Jonsson, Mills 

and Müller, 1996). lndeed, selecting pupils on the basis of academic tests, (more common in Britain) rather 

than letting them choose their tracks (as in France) would lessen inequalities in self-selection, one major 

source of social inequalities. 

 
 

If we consider the evolution of the French indicators, the decrease in inequality during the second half of the 

century is comparable with ltaly. A similar decrease bas been observed in Germany, but the evolution seems 

to have been smoother in this latter country. A common feature, observed in France as well as in other 

countries (Britain, ltaly), is that the net impact of father' s level of education has been declining, while the 

net effect of his profession has remained unchanged. The problem is that in all those countries in which an 

important and long-term process of educational expansion bas occurred, regressions of number of years of 

school completed may be spurious, according to Mare (1981). He warns that they express both the 

association between social background and each transition, and the evolution of the probabilities attached to 



16  

each of these transitions (i.e. the distribution of schooling). For this reason, the bulk of research focuses on 

the transitions which shape the "survival pattern" (Müller and Karle, 1993) of an educational system. 

 

 

We can begin with the entry into lower secondary school, even if it is no longer a true transition in those 

countries where the process of "comprehensivization" is complete. This is the case for Sweden, in which 

democratization bas been achieved through universal access, for the youngest cohorts (born in the beginning 

of the sixties); however, this trend was still visible for the oldest cohorts (born in the twenties). Compared 

with Sweden, France has been very late in comprehensivization (the fall began with the cohorts born in 

1949-54, and became significant for the 1954-58 cohorts). However, after a delay of 10 years, the French 

evolution was the same (but of course at a more rapid pace). Germany has a very distinct pattern, since this 

country has kept a non comprehensive system (with three paths: Hauptschule, Realschule and Gymnasium). 

The last one is more frequently attended by pupils from high SES, aiming for an Abitur, while pupils 

attending the other two paths will more often enter the vocational system. This biased structure (as far as 

social background is concerned) seems stable (as Kahler, 1992, showed). Inequalities associated with access 

to Gymnasium (assessed by odds ratios) are, in the youngest cohorts, comparable to the inequalities 

associated, in France, with the odds of attaining the third year of "collège" (rather than being channelled into a 

vocational track5  ,   the corresponding odds ratios being about 10 in both cases. 

 
 

We must thus stress the fact that in spite of the implementation of a unified structure at the lower secondary 

level, France, because of persisting socially biased choices within collège, remained for a long time in a 

more unequal situation than educational systems differentiated from the outset, such as in Germany or 

Britain (with their different types of secondary schools), as long as the comprehensivization process was not 

complete. In the two latter countries, it has been observed that competition between pupils may be pushed 

forward by policies aiming at reducing inequalities. In Britain, in 1944, the Education Act, through 

removing financial barriers to secondary education, led to a period of harsh competition, which increased 

social inequalities (Halsey, Heath and Ridge, 1980). In the same way, in France, the opening up of the new 

collège was counter-balanced by harsher selection during the formally unified curriculum, which resulted in 

more inequalities during the eighties. 

 
 

If we turn now to the second important transition, between lower and upper secondary, the figures lead to 

rather similar conclusions. Sweden and Britain again appear to be the most egalitarian countries (the odds 

ratios being respectively 6.2 and 7.5, CF Jonsson, Mills and Müller, 1996), whereas for Germany and 

France, the corresponding figures are 9.6 and 96 • The "survival pattern" is thus quite different in the 

                                                      
5 However, these two figures are not perfectly comparable. In Germany, pupils entering Gymnasium usually obtain Abitur ; in 
France the process of selection is more continuous, and it is relevant to consider the pupils who made the first transition, and 
consequently having reached the last form of collège 
6 These figures are not exactly constructed in the same way, since in France the children of top executives are opposed to children of 
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countries mentioned. Even if comprehensivization is universal in all of them, France remains more selective 

than Sweden because of the streaming which still takes place during comprehensive school. While such 

streaming has declined for the youngest cohorts, even if it was officially ended in 1978 (Haby Act) recent 

research shows that some form of streaming is often implemented in " collège " through the class grouping 

process according to option choices; the latter are related to pupils' academic level and social background 

(Duru-Bellat and Mingat, 1997). Through this process new forms of social inequality are implemented 

within an officially common core curriculum. We note that a similar pattern of social inequalities through 

option choices bas been observed in other countries such as Scotland (Croxford, 1994). On the whole, the 

level of social inequalities at this level in France is comparable with Germany, but this occurs through 

different mechanisms: early differentiation takes place in Germany, while a more continuous one takes 

place in France. Up to very recently, there were two points of choices (at the end of the second and the 

fourth year of collège), and they were often socially selective. A similar shift in social inequalities that 

occurred in France from the first year of" collège" to the first year of" lycées", occurred also in Britain. 

Heath (1990) wrote: " if we regard O-level today as the functional equivalent of selective schooling before 

the war we can· conclude that the relative class chances are the same for the post 1960 cohort as they were 

for the 1900-1909 cohort ". In upper secondary school, even if, through a ceiling effect, "quantitative" 

inequalities may decrease, some "qualitative" inequalities may become more significant. In France, even if 

access to the "baccalauréat" is becoming more widespread in the most recent cohorts, the success in a 

scientific "baccalauréat", and the level of the grades remain marked by social background. A comparison 

can be made with Scotland (Gamoran, 1996), where even if social inequalities concerning awards in 

English or Mathematics have been declining, these same inequalities prove to be more stable as far as 

passes/no passes are concerned. In the two countries, the gateway to higher education appears more 

resistant to change, due to unequal access to different academic fields of study, or unequal levels of 

attainment. 

 
 

However, in France, once pupils have gone through these successive points of selection, they have higher 

probabilities of entering higher education. Our results, as well as those of Brauns (1998), show that in 

France social inequalities are less important at this level, for recent cohorts, than in countries such as 

Germany, and would be comparable to Sweden (the odds ratios are less than 5, while they amount to 9.6 in 

Germany, cf. Jonsson, Mills and Müller, 1996). The French situation can be explained by the expansion of 

higher education in recent years. If we compare the access rate to higher education for cohorts born in the 

fifties in Sweden and France, we observe that the rates are higher in France, whatever the social background 

of the students. In other words, children of unskilled workers have in France a higher probability of entering 

higher education than children of service-class workers in Sweden, a country in which the development 

ofhigher education has been weaker. Comparison with Britain leads to the same conclusion: the relatively 

slow development of British higher education is linked to the stability of social inequalities (cf. for example 

Blackburn and Jarman, 1993). Furthermore, we must stress that there exist in France two very distinct paths: 
                                                                                                                                                                                        
manual workers (and not, as in the other countries, to the children of unskilled workers only). 
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the very selective "grandes écoles", where children of top executives are strongly over-represented, and 

Universities, which are open to all students who have passed the baccalauréat, and these have a larger 

representation of working class children (even more in short vocational tracks). In the most prestigious 

"grandes écoles", children of "cadres moyens et supérieurs" make up more that 90% of the student body, 

compared with about 60% in the Universities, and 30% in the short vocational tracks (Euriat and Thélot, 

1995). This interna! diversity of higher education exists in Britain too, but with a different pattern, as it is 

within Universities that the pupils from the service class are more over-represented compared with 

Polytechnics or Colleges. Indeed, the opening of Universities, as witnessed in France (where free access of 

all the "bacheliers" is the rule) has modified their way of functioning, and the purchasing power of degrees. 

They are certainly very different today from their British counterparts. 

 

IV. Discussion: Sorne policy implications 

 
By and large, France appears less atypical than some studies have suggested (Müller and Karle, 1993; 

Müller, 1996). These studies have relied on old data, including generations born between 1910 and 1947, 

who had entered collège before the "Berthoin reform" was implemented. During this period, the French 

system was characterized by a very selective survival pattern, which led to strong social inequalities. 

However, if one takes into account more recent cohorts, then France is in a more average situation, even if it 

remains more socially selective than countries such as Sweden, the Netherlands, or the United Kingdom. 

The French distinctive features are: 

 
1) the delay with which France introduced an opening up (and thus a democratization) of lower secondary 

school, for instance about ten years after Sweden, about four or five years after Italy; 

 
 

2) the expansion in recent years of higher education, (access rates to higher education rose from 5,4% in the 

oldest cohorts to 20,3% for those born between 1959 and 1968). 

 
 

Some democratization occurred mainly because of the opening up of the system. Education expansion has 

been at the core of French policy since the end of the fifties, not only because a larger cake is easier to 

share, but also because of supposed economical needs. Until the beginning of the eighties, this policy has 

been characterized by the basic belief that equality meant providing identical educational structures for all. 

The successive reforms implemented from 1959 onwards strived to abolish structural streaming, so that 

every pupil had access to the classical culture of the old "lycée". Thus, the most obvious way to achieve at 

least an apparent democratization was to lessen selection. Data suggests that this "quantitative" policy does 

result on the whole in a lower association between schooling career and parental status. However, the 

selection process is pushed to a higher level, and the social pattern of transition rates remain unchanged, 
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thus inequalities are only shifted along. Nevertheless, the fact that access to education is more equally 

spread is not insignificant. Even if the way social class affects the probability of obtaining a given level of 

education remains largely the same (only shifting from one level to another), the way education is 

distributed among social groups has become less unequal. In that way, policies aiming at opening up the 

system (or at removing barriers) may prove effective. One should thus not confuse different concepts of 

inequality in education: the uneven distribution of education (the outcome of competition between groups) 

with bias in the process of allocating pupils to different educational levels (the process of the competition; 

cf. Hellevik, 1997). 

 

 

However, there is an alternative way to consider democratization, i.e. focusing upon the social and 

economic use of one's diploma. In this respect, the French situation becomes more problematic, as far as 

democratization is concerned. A policy of educational expansion may have important economic and social 

· costs. Analyzing the relations between the degrees obtained and the jobs the degree holders actually gain 

leads to some depreciation of the worth of certification. Recent research (Forsé, 1998) shows that the 

retums to any diploma are " slipping because of the aggregate backlash effect of this trend into more 

schooling "; the only exception is for the élite school diplomas that maintain their "job-buying power". 

This development stems from the discrepancy between the respective speed of change in the educational 

structure and the speed of change in the social class structure (which confirms Boudon's theory). This trend 

may be stronger in France, than in other European countries such as Germany or Rolland, for institutional 

reasons (Shavit, Müller, 1998). In France, general training is the dominant way to rank people and to 

allocate them to jobs: this "level'' logic prevails upon a logic of vocational training. However, the large 

expansion of the system is certainly the most important factor, especially as far as higher education is 

concerned. Of course, educational expansion may have produced some more positive effects, such as better 

occupational integration of women or the development of qualified jobs. 

Nevertheless, democratization through the opening up of the system, beyond the intrinsic benefits of 

education itself, clearly bas some limits when it is a question of the social and economic integration of 

students. In this respect, policies aiming at modifying the functioning of the educational system would not 

be accompanied by these kind of unexpected and undesirable effects. However, in France, reforms have 

been primarily organizational. Some changes were implemented concerning school choices, but they were 

oriented towards more power being given to families; indeed, we know that free choices can foster 

inequalities. Pedagogy bas been much less affected by policy changes. This is because, in France, this would 

have involved an important ideological shift, similar to that which emerged in the eighties. As long as a 

persistent cohort of a generation kept performing poorly, it became more and more obvious that offering 

them "more of the same" (i.e. repeating a year) would not be successful. In an ideological context where the 

notion of equity was spreading, the French Ministry of Education argued that to achieve social justice, it 

might be necessary to provide differentiated pedagogical provision, according to different types of needs. 

The Ministry encouraged teachers to implement some forms of individual help to pupils, instead of making 

them repeat a year. Schools were also given more leeway to implement by themselves the pedagogy they 
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considered to be the most suitable for their pupils. This new concern for adapting teaching arose when 

distinct tracks were being abolished at the collège level. However, this policy, although it opened up collège 

without letting the academic level of pupils fall, seemed to be ineffective in respect of the bard core of 

underachieving pupils. And it could be that this new freedom given at the "local level'' may well result in 

more differentiation and social polarization between schools. 

 
 

However, even if it was possible to put an end to social inequalities in academic achievement, the French 

system would not be perfectly fair (or "meritocratic"): inequalities in social destinations of youngsters with 

identical educational attainment, but of different social backgrounds, are very stable and remain important 

(as wide as inequalities in the school system itself). Recent research shows similar trends in Ireland (Breens, 

1998). However, social inequalities in academic achievement are not the only mechanism of social 

reproduction, in which educational attainment will directly determine social destination (following Bourdieu 

and Passeron' s thesis). This is because, in the system, families and pupils are not completely passive agents; 

they behave like actors, and try to use the system according to what they perceive as their personal interest 

(according to Boudon's thesis). More and more, French sociologists, like their European colleagues, refer to 

action theory: the emphasis shifts from" push factors" to "pull factors" (Gambetta, 1987). In other words, 

the focus is on actor's choices embedded in constraints, such as educational and jobs structures (Müller and 

Shavit, 1998) although it must be stated that there is no intention to rely entirely upon "rational action 

theory". We merely need to appreciate that the social meaning and functioning of educational structures are 

not only shaped from the "top" but are also produced from the "bottom". 

 
 

This certainly puts clear limits on educational policies, as illustrated through international comparisons. 

Everywhere in the "developed" world, educational expansion has accelerated. However, this has been 

matched with patterns of "persisting inequalities" (Shavit and Blossfeld, 1993). Many countries have 

implemented unified structures, in order to delay the moment when choices are made in an attempt to avoid 

early social differentiation. Nevertheless, particular social actors (especially middle and upper-class 

families) have shown great capacity to use educational reforms to preserve their advantage (for example 

Kerckhoff and al., 1997). For the State, the most successful changes, as far as democratization is concerned, 

are those directed toward the institutional set-up of the school system, especially the choice structure. It has 

proved worthwhile to attempt to move choice to a later stage, to make choices less irreversible, to eliminate 

dead-ends and to develop alternative routes to reach the same final level. An alternative policy would be to 

develop a "life-long learning" process, to compensate later on for the inequalities in school, which prove so 

resistant to action, and which induce, in countries such as France, strong inequalities during the whole of 

life. 

 
 

However, another important lesson to be drawn from international comparisons is that we may have, up to 
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now, over-estimated the role played by the educational system as a means of transmitting class advantage 

and disadvantage. The countries which have been successful in reducing social inequalities in education 

(such as Sweden or the Netherlands), whatever their educational structures, are those which have achieved 

some reduction in social inequalities in everyday life. This is particularly so because less inequalities in life 

result in less inequalities stemming from socially biased self-selection (taking into account inequalities in 

resources and attitudes towards the future). One thing seems certain, we tend to exaggerate the role of 

school upon the reduction of social inequalities; "educational reform should not serve as a political 

substitute for direct social reform" (Moore, 1996). This of course is a long standing perspective (Cf. 

Baudon, 1973). It is however of prime importance as far as policy considerations are concerned. Overall 

then, to progress on a sound basis, there is nothing like the heuristic power of international comparisons. 
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Appendix 

 

 
 

Our study is based upon the different FQP surveys (Education, Training and Occupations) carried out by the 

French National Institute of Statistics and Economie Studies (INSEE) and kept for academic researchers at 

Lasmas-IdL (CNRS). The first used in this paper was conducted in 1970, and the successive ones in 1977, 

1985 and 1993. In the 1993 survey, about 38.000 individuals were interviewed about their school career and 

the qualification obtained at the end of each level. Moreover, these surveys contained very detailed 

information on social background and on occupations at different life periods. To avoid the effects of 

memory errors, we have chosen data at different dates concerning the different cohorts in each surveys, and 

pooled them : 

 

cohorts born before 1939 (FQP77) 

cohort born between 1939 and 1948 (FQP77) 

cohort born between 1949 between1953 (FQP77) 

cohort born between 1954 between 1958 (FQP85) 

cohort born between 1959 between 1963 (FQP85) 

 
 

Because the sample of the 1993's survey has been reduced to half (n=18000), we preferred to widen 

the last cohort to 10 year (born between 1964 and 1973). 

 
 

The classification of occupations used here is the French PCS (socio-economic categorisation). As 

this classification changed over the period, we recoded the occupations in the PCS to that of 1982. 

 
 

We also used the so-called panel of pupils of secondary  education,  carried  out by  the French 

Ministry of Education. These successive surveys follow a representative sample (about 22000 and 37000 

according to the survey) of pupils from their entry into college (6ème)  to when  they leave secondary 

education, whatever the track followed (general or vocational). The files contain a lot of information about 

students' social background and the last file includes data concerning academic  performance.  In  this  paper 

we use the three existing panels which were started respectively in 1972, 1980 and 1989. 


