Education and Social Stratification
Processes in
Comparative Perspective

Alan C. Kerckhoff
Duke University

This article describes three characteristics of educational systems that have been
used to explain social stratification processes: stratification, standardization, and
vocational specificity. These characteristics have been viewed as the basis for edu-
cational systems’ varied “capacity to structure” students’ entry into the labor
force. Anather impartant characteristic that has received less systematic attention
is also suggested: student choice. The ways in which these characteristics affect
the movemnent of students through school and into the labor force are described
for France, Germany, Great Britain, and the United States. The discussion empha-
sizes the need to examine the trajectories that young people follow during a full
“transition periad,” rather than a single move from school to work, The author
suggests that more information is needed about the ways in which both formal
institutional structures and informal social processes generate regularities in the

trajectories followed during the transition period.

his article reviews recent research
T and theorizing that have been

concerned with the relationship

between education and social
stratification processes in advanced societies
and suggests some directions in which
future work could take social scientists to
build on this foundation. Saciaf stratification
is a term that is used ta describe both a con-
dition and a process. Social stratification as a
condition refers to the fact that members of
a population have characteristics that differ-
entiate them into levels or strata. Social
stratification as a pracess refers to the ways
in which members of a population become
stratified. Most of the literature linking edu-
cation and social stratification has viewed
educaticn as a major contributor to the
process that differentiates the society’s pop-
ulation into strata. Young people pass
through a society’s educational institutions

and obtain varied educational credentials.
These credentials have lasting effects on
their adult lives. In particular, occupational
attainment depends heavily on educational
attainment, and occupational attainment is
the primary dimensicon of social stratification
in advanced societies.

A society’s educational institutions can
be described as its “sorting machine”
{Spring 1976) because they are a major
part of the sodiety’s institutional arrange-
ments that serve to stratify its population.
Educational institutions sart students into
stratified levels of educational attainment,
certified by socially recognized educational
credentials. Each new generation passes
through the society’s educational institu-
tions and emerges as a stratified student
poputation whase adult prospects vary sig-
nificantly according to the credentials they
abtain in those institutions, It is difficult to
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compare societies’ distributions of education-
© al attainments, however, because the creden-
tials awarded by the societies’ institutions are
so different. Americans refer to high scheol
graduation as an important level of educa-
tional attainment, but the British do nat grad-
uate from high school. Instead, a variety of
attainments are possible during secondary
school that have different levels of recogni-
tion in British saciety,

Educational attainment is different from
other types of attainments used in social strat-
ification research. Advanced societies all have
highly comparable distributions of occupa-
tions, and there are well-established standard
measures of accupational prestige and status
{(Ganzeboom and Treiman 1996). But
advanced societies’ educational credentials
(what | refer to as their indigenous creden-
tials) are defined in different ways.’

Besides these differences in educational
credentials, differences in the organization of
the educational systems of advanced societies
also lead to variations in the processes by
which these adult cutcomes are produced.
Nat all “sarting machines” work in the same
way. Not only do they sort their students into
different indigenous credential categories,
but the ways in which these credentials are
produced and affect adult outcomes also dif-
fer in impartant ways.

Just within the past decade, many infor-
mative comparative studies have shown the
great significance of the variations in educa-
tional systems in societies that are, in mast
other respects, very much alike. | review some
of the mare salient results from this body of
research in the next section with particular
facus on the different ways that educational
systems distribute each new generation into
adult strata defined in terms of occupaticnal
positions. In later sections, | focus on some of
the more pressing questions this recent
research has brought to light and suggest
directions in which future research and theo-
rizing can profitably take us.

DIMENSIONS OF SYSTEM
VARIATION

Our understanding of the differences among
educational systems has been increased by

effarts to define dimensions that differentiate
them. Three dimensions are generally
emphasized: stratification, standardization,
and vocational specificity. Combinations of
these dimensions are thought to determine
the educational systems’ “capacity to struc-
ture” the flow of young people out of educa-
tional institutions and inte adult strata that
are defined by occupational positions. To
help emphasize the importance of the three
dimensions of educational systems, | refer
throughout to four major societies’ educa-
tional systems: thase of France, Gerrany,
Great Britain, and the United States.? These
four systems are remarkably varied on the
three dimensions, and they differ greatly in
the ways they “structure” the flow of students
inta adulthood.

Stratification

Stratification refers to the degree to which sys-
tems have clearly differentiated kinds of
schoals whase curricula are defined as “high-
er” and “lower.” The term mast often refers
to differences amang secondary schools. The
German system’s sorting of secondary school
students into the Hauptschule, Realschule,
and Gymnasium is a clear example of a strat-
ified systemn. The British differentiation among
Secondary Modern, Comprehensive, and
Grammar schools is similar, although the
Comprehensive school is not so much a sep-
arate part of a stratified system as a merging
of the traditional Secondary Maodern and
Grammar schools.

Neither the French nor the American sys-
tem is as stratified as the German and British
systems, The American system has nothing
comparable to the others’ stratified sec-
ondary schools. The French system had heen
nearly as highly stratified as the German sys-
tem until the 1970s, but major changes have
accurred since then (Lewis 1985) that have
sharply reduced its degree of stratification.
There are types of French secandary schaols
that specialize in general or technical studies,
but they all award the baccalauréat.

in a stratified system, the program offerings
in the types of secondary schools are associat-
ed with different degrees of access to appor-
tunities for additional, mare advanced school-
ing. So, the term stratification refers to both
the kinds of programs offered and their links
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te future appertunities (Alimendinger 1989).
That is clearly the case in the German system.
The successful Gymnasium student obtains
the Abitur, a certificate entitling him or her to
attend a university. The successful Realschule
student may qualify to attend an advanced
vacational school {(Fachaberschule), but
Hauptschule students have few later options.

The British systern gives students at
Grammar scheools and mast Comprehensive
schools the opportunity to study for A-level
examinations that are a prerequisite to
attending a wuniversity. Most Secondary
Modern schools do not offer that program of
study. Although the French school system is
divided into two types of secondary schools,
both award the baccalauréat, and a student
with a baccalauréat from either of them has
access to higher education. Thase with a gen-
eral (rather than a technical) secondary
school hackground are mare often successful
in higher education, however (Goux and
Maurin 1998).

The American educational system has an
even lower degree of stratification than has
any of these European systems. This lower
stratification is reflected in the fact that virtu-
ally all secondary schools offer essentially the
same curricula and award the same general
credential: the high school diploma. In con-
trast, most European secondary schools
award an array of credentials that reflect their
varied proegram offerings. American students
who finish secondary school but do not
receive any postsecandary schooling all have
the same credential, but German and British
students without postsecondary schooling
have a variety of credentials, And those varied
credentials have significant effects on the stu-
dents’ access to jabs.

In summary, then, the German system is
the most stratified of the four. The British sys-
tem is somewhat stratified, and the French
and American systems have little stratifica-
tion.

Standardization

Standardization refers to "the degree to
which the quality of education meets the
same standards nationwide. Variables such as
teachers’ training, school budgets, curricula,
and the uniformity of school-leaving exami-
nations are relevant” (Allmendinger

1989:233). Standardization is generally high-
er the more the system is controlled by the
central gavernment.3 Of the faur systems dis-
cussed here, the French is by far the most
standardized. The Ministry of National
Education oversees teacher training, provides
the means to evaluate both teachers and stu-
dents, and sets cut the specifics of the nation-
al curricula.

There is less standardization in Germany
than in France because the 16 states {Ldnder)
are the main sources of financial support for
education and have primary responsibility for
arganizing the educational programs.
However, the Ldnder cooperate both with
each other and with the federal government
in ways that help to standardize programs.
The local British districts have even more
autonomy than those in Germany, although
both funding and credential standards are
mare influenced by the national government
and national certification agencies than is the
case in the United States. The strong insis-
tence an local contral of education in the
United States ensures that there is a low level
of standardization.

In summary, then, standardization is the
greatest in France, although it is a close sec-
ond in Germany. Standardization is lower in
Great Britain than in either France or
Germany, and it is by far the lowest in the
United States,

Vocational Specificity

Educational systems vary in the extent to
which they offer curricula that are designed
to prepare students for particular vocations
and award credentials that are vocationally
specific. The German system is the most
extreme case of vocational specificity. The
great majority of German students enter what
is known as “the dual system” during their
midteens (Mdller, Steinmann, and Ell 1998).
The dual system is an apprenticeship system
that combines work experience in regular
firms with schocling that is designed to
improve students’ occupation-specific skills.
Students who successfully complete a pro-
gram are awarded credentials that certify
their ability to perform the duties of that
occupation. The training is highly specific to
preparation for 498 occupations (Mortimer
and Kriger 2000). Successful completion



