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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
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may also open access to opportunities for
postsecondary schooling.

The British system provides opportunities
for secondary school students to take special-
ized examinations that certify skills that may
he of interest to potential employers, but
these credentials are generally less occupa-
tion specific than are the credentials the
German students obtain in the dual system,
Greater occupational specificity is associated
with the postsecondary courses that British
students take in colleges of further education
or training <enters. The credentials awarded
for cempleting these courses are comparable
to the certificates that some American stu-
dents cbtain from technical institutes or com-
munity colleges, but the British credentials
are nationally standardized and are obtained
by a much larger proportion of students than
in the United States. _

The French system is closest to the
American in this respect. There is a division in
secondary school between the general and
technical tracks, and once students leave the
general track, they do not return. However,
the curricula in the technical track have few
direct applications to positions in the labor
force, and students in both tracks have access
to postsecondary schooling (Goux and
Maurin 1998). Most specific job skills are
learned by French warkers on the job, and
the training does not as often lead ta nation-
ally recognized credentials as does the train-
ing in programs in either Great Britain or
Germany,

Highly stratified educational systems tend
to award more vocationally specific creden-
tials (Miller and Shavit 1998). In fact, part of
the reason for the stratification of the sec-
ondary schools in systems, such as
Germany’s, is to begin to identify groups of
students who can be prepared to enter gen-
eral divisions of the occupational hierarchy.

CAPACITY TO STRUCTURE

In a landmark volume, Maurice, Sellier, and
Sitvestre (1986) contrasted the ways in which
the French and German educational systems
affected the distribution of young people into
the labor force. They referred to the German
system’s much greater “capacity to structure”
that distribution. In the terms | used earlier,

they pointed to the German system’s greater
efficiency as a ”sorting machine.” Once stu-
dents had passed threugh the German edu-
cational system, especially the dual appren-
ticeship system, their future locations in the
adult labor force were highly predictable,
much more predictable than the locations of
French students.

Of the dimensions of educational systems
just reviewed, Maurice et al. (1986) empha-
sized stratification and vocational specificity
as the reasons for the sharp German-French
contrast they described. The German stu-
dents were systematically sorted by the strat-
ified secondary schools and the dual system
into progressively more occupation-specific
channels, whereas the French students gener-
ally obtained credentials that were primarily
differentiated by attainment levels with little
direct relevance to labor force locations. Thus,
French students with any particular credential
could end up in a variety of occupations.

Part of the value of Maurice et al.'s {1986)
analysis is the emphasis on what happens to
students after they leave the two educational
systems, especially how they become estab-
lished in the labor force. That is a core socio-
logical question for those who are concerned
with the role of education in the stratification
process. Maurice et al. shawed how German
students more often fit smaothly into stable
labor force locations and experience relative-
ly arderly careers. In contrast, French students
mere often experience a period of “turbu-
lence” during which they may move in and
out of the labor force and change jobs with
some frequency. Thus, the transition fram
schaool to work is different in the two soci-
eties, and the difference can be traced to the
organization of the two educational systems
and the credentials they award.

Using Maurice et al.’s (1986) analysis as a
reference point and remembering the earlier
discussion of the three dimensiens of educa-
tional systems, cne can estimate the British
and American educational systemns’ capacity
to structure the flow of students from school
into the labor force. Clearly, the American sys-
tem is similar to the French in this respect.
The American credentials are also general,
and students with the same credential can
end up in a wide variety of occupations. If
anything, the American system has even less
capacity to structure the flow of students into
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the labor force than the French system does
because the credentials that French students
obtain are highly standardized. Although the
French credentials are not vocationally specif-
ic, employers at least know their general value
on a national scale. Most American students
obtain only general credentials {a high school
diploma or a bachelor’s degree) that seldom
have vocational meaning, and they cbtain
them from educational institutions that are
amang the least standardized in the world.

The British system awards mere differenti-
ated credentials than either the French or
American systems. Many British postsec-
ondary vecational credentials are awarded by
industry-based organizations (City and
Guilds, Royal Saciety of Arts, Joint Industry
Board), and they have direct vocational rele-
vance. Credentials from both the British and
the German systems direct their recipients
toward positions in the labor force.

A special feature of the British system is rel-
evant here, however. A large proportion of
British students leave secondary schoal early
(at age 16 or 17) befare they obtain occupa-
tionally relevant credentials. Whatever vaoca-
tionally relevant credentials they have as
adults are obtained after they enter the labor
force, usually from part-time courses in col-
leges of further education or training centers,
A relatively strong association between British
workers’ credentials and the jobs the workers
hold evalves during the early years in the
labor farce, but the association results from a
different process than in Germany. Thus, the
British system does have the capacity to struc-
ture the flow of students into the labor force
because it awards credentials that have some
occupational specificity, but the process
through which that capacity becomes mani-
fest is not the same as in the German system.
| return to this difference in the next section.

Stratification, standardization, and voca-
tional specificity are all valuable conceptual
tools that help to differentiate educational
systems in advanced societies, and they serve
to show how the systems vary in their capac-
ity to structure students’ entry into the soci-
eties’ stratification systems. However, | sug-
gest another dimension that also differenti-
ates these educational systems that has
important effects on students’ patterns of
educational attainments and entry into the
labor force but that has received almost no

systematic attention in the literature. | refer to
the degree to which the systems provide
opportunities for students to choose amang
alternative paths to educational attainment.

STUDENTS’ CHOICE

The cantrast between the ways in which
German and British students obtain their
vocational credentials provides an example of
the importance of choice in educational
attainment. Both the German and British sys-
tems award a range of accupationally rele-
vant credentials. However, the German sys-
term maore actively sorts students into increas-
ingly differentiated groups and directs them
along established routes leading to a set of
occupaticnally relevant credentials, whereas
the British system makes greater allowance
far students’ initiative in obtaining them. This
contrast suggests that another dimension on
which educational systems vary is the impor-
tance of students’ choice in the process of
educaticnal stratification.

One of the earliest and most influential
analyses of the role of educational systems in
the stratification process implied the disting-
tion between the structure of systems and
students’ choice, although it was not stated
in those terms. Turner’s {1960) analysis of the
British and American secondary school sys-
tems referred to them as providing “span-
sored and contest” channels of mobility. By
“sponsored mobhility,” Turner meant the
British systemn’s formal separation of students
into two stratified kinds of schools at age 11.
A minority were enrolled in Grammar schools
that provided an enriched curriculum that
fostered their academic and overall social suc-
cess. The majority attended Secondary
Madern schooals that offered a mare basic
curriculum, In contrast, Turner noted, the
essentially unstratified American high schools
provided a continuing open contest among
students who had equal access to education-
al opportunities, In the terms used here, the
British system mare actively impaosed a struc-
ture, while the American system provided
more room for choice,

The British system has changed in two
important ways since Turner’s analysis. First,
the Comprehensive school has become the
most commaen type of secondary school
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(although some Grammar schools and
Secondary Modern schools still  exist).
Comprehensive schools have diverse curricu-
la that serve a full range of students, much
like American high schools. Secand, a much
mare elaborate postsecondary system has
evolved that includes universities, polytech-
nics, colleges of further education, and train-
ing centers. University attendance is still high-
ly restricted and requires students to com-
plete demanding secondary schaol pro-
grams, but the colleges of further education
and training centers offer courses that lead to
an array of technical credentials, Even stu-
dents who leave secondary school early can
obtain mare advanced credentials on a part-
time basis after they enter the labor force.

The current British system is thus much less
a system of sponsored mobility than it used to
be. It provides many more alternative chan-
nels to educational attainment at both the
secondary and postsecondary levels. British
students now obtain a much wider variety of
educational credentials than were recognized
in 1960, and they have greater freedom of
chcice in seeking to abtain them. Whereas in
1960 it was reasonable to make the sharp
sponsored-contest distinction that Turner
made, it is a less appropriate distinction today.

Yet, important differences still exist
between the American and British systems.
One of the mast obvious is reflected in their
secondary school credentials. The American
high schocl diplema is an all-or-nathing cre-
dential: No other credential can be obtained
during secondary school. In sharp contrast,
British secondary schools provide levels of
examinations {CSEs, O-levels, A-levels) in dif-
ferent substantive areas that have meaning ta
prospective employers,

There is a similarly sharp contrast at the
pastsecondary level. Only a small proportion
of American students obtain technical post-
secondary credentials, and those credentials
are not nationally standardized.* For
American high school graduates, the postsec-
ondary choice tends te be cellege or nathing.
Many fewer British than American students
attend universities, but many Britons attend
colleges of further education and ftraining
centers. Young Americans’ educational cre-
dentials are largely “high school diploma
only” and “bachelor’s degree only,”5 whereas
young Britons have a wide array of creden-

tials. American students make chaices within
secondary or postsecondary schools, but
these choices lead to a restricted set of cre-
dentials.

Despite the contrast between the British
and American systems, however, they are
haoth strikingly different from the German sys-
tem, The clearly stratified German secondary
schoals and the tightly structured dual
apprenticeship system appear to be the epit-
ome of a well-designed and effective sorting
machine that maves students through highly
structured channels and provides few oppor-
tunities for changes of direction. The German
and British systems are similar in that both
offer a much wider array of educational cre-
dentials than does the American system. But
the German system differs from both the
British and American systems in providing
fewer opportunities for students to make
choices as they pass through school.

These compatrisons among the American,
British, and German systems suggest that in
using the structure-choice comparison in ana-
lyzing educational systems, it is not a simple
matter of a system providing structure or
choice. The British and American systems
both offer students greater freedom to make
choices, but the British system offers mare
alternatives to choose from. The British and
German systems have more complex struc-
tures and offer a wider array of credentials,
but the German system offers students fewer
opportunities to make choices as they move
through secondary and postsecondary edu-
cation,

The clearest index of an educational sys-
tem’s allowance for chaice is the flexibility of
the linkages between structural locations at
successive stages of attainment. There are
mare such linkages in the complex British and
German systemns than in the simpler American
and French systems. However, Germany’s sys-
tem has less flexibility than the other systems
because the pathways leading to levels of
educational attainment are mare restricted.
Where students are located in the structure at
each stage limits their possible locations at
the next stage. Attending the Gymnasium
and obtaining the Abitur are prerequisites to
attending a university. Realschule students
can qualify for attendance at an advanced
vocational schoel (Fachoberschule), but
Hauptschule students cannot. And, which
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apprenticeships are available to students
depends on the type of secondary scheol
they attended (Heinz 1999).

The British system has some of these same
features, For instance, one must pass A-level
secendary school examinations te be admit-
ted to a university, and passing O-level exam-
inations is a prerequisite to taking A-level
examinations. Few of these kinds of restricted
linkages are found for ather kinds of British
postsecondary schooling, however. France
and the United States are even more flexible.
All American high school graduates and all
French holders of the baccalauréat can attend
universities, and there are few restrictions on
the use of the available American pathways to
postsecondary vacational certification.

This comparison indicates that the four
sacieties’ educational sorting machines differ
in two important ways that affect the role of
chaice in the system. First, they differ in the
variety of differentiated units in the systems
and in the diversity of credentials they award
that have direct relevance to adult levels in
the society’s stratification system. That is, they
differ in the number of structural locations
through which students pass. More impor-
tant, they differ in the flexibility of the link-
ages between structural locations at different
stages in students’ passage through the sys-
tem. The German and British systems both
have complex structures and offer a large
variety of credentials, but the British system is
much more flexible than is the German. With
this review of dimensions of educational sys-
tems as a backgreund, | now shift the discus-
sion to the ways in which these dimensions
affect the education-occupation association
in the four sacieties.

ASSESSING THE
EDUCATION-OCCUPATION
ASSOCIATION

Comparative analyses of the contributions of
educational systems to the social stratification
process have conventionally focused on some
measure of educational attainment (defined
in terms of the societies’ indigenous creden-
tials or a standard set of categories) and some
measure of accupational pasition (defined in
terms of class, status, or prestige). Shavit and

Miiller's (1998) edited volumae is an excellent
example of such comparative analyses, car-
ried out in 13 societies. In each society, spe-
cialists in social stratification research con-
ducted parallel analyses of the transition from
schoal to work.

The strength of the education-occupation
association varies in the 13 societies studied,
and some of that variation is due to differ-
ences in stratification, standardization, and
vocational specificity. However, differences
in the forms of analysis used in the 13 soci-
eties show how difficult this kind of compar-
ative research is. The difficulties can be
made salient by considering two questions:
What is a first job? and When does educa-
tion end?

What Is a First Job? This question is especial-
ly relevant whenever the German system is
compared with others. The great majarity of
young Germans enter the so-called dual sys-
tem, which involves a combination of on-the-
job experience and schooling designed to
prepare students to carry out the duties of a
particular occupation. In most scholarly
analyses, the dual system is considered to be
part of the German educational system. Thus,
apprenticed Germans’ “first jobs” are defined
as the first jobs students obtain after they
complete their apprenticeships, even though
they have a great deal of work experience
hefere they abtain those jobs.

That definition of “first job” cannat be
used in the other societies discussed here
because large proportions of students in
those societies enter their first jobs before
they abtain specific job skills. This is the case
either because the educational systems pro-
vide little occupation-specific training or cer-
tification (as in France and the United States)
or because most students obtain their occu-
pation-specific training and certification after
they enter the labor force (as in Great Britain).
The unique German definition of a first job
naturally produces a stronger education-first
job association in Germany than elsewhere.

When Does Education End? Much of the
discussion of the education-first job associa-
tion implicitly assumes that there is a onetime
transition from school to waork: Students leave
full-time schocl and enter full-time work. That
is a particularly flawed assumgption in societies
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in which individuals commonly obtain
schooling and additional credentials after
they enter the labor force.

Among the four societies discussed here,
abtaining new credentials through part-time
schooling after [abor force entry is especially
common in Great Britain. It is so partly
because s¢ many young Britons leave schoal
and enter the labor force at early ages and
partly because they can obtain a wide range
of vocationally relevant credentials on a part-
time basis while they are employed. Among
the four societies, a return to full-time school-
ing after initial entry into the labar force is
maost common in the United States. Arum
and Hout (1998) reported that about one-
fifth of their American sample left schoal,
entered the labor farce, returned to schaal,
and reentered the labor force at least once by
age 26. These societal differences present
problems when making intersacietal compar-
isons of the education-first job assaciation.

The contributors to Shavit and Miller's vol-
ume dealt with these questions in different
ways.é In their British analysis, for instance,
Heath and Cheung {1998) defined the first
job as the job abtained after an individual first
leaves full-time schooling. In contrast, in
Arum and Hout's (1998) American analysis,
the first job was defined as the job obtained
after an individual leaves full-time schooling
for the last time. And Mdiller et al. (1998) fol-
lowed scholarly convention and defined their
German sample’s first jobs as those obtained
after they completed their apprenticeships.
All three of these different definitions of com-
pleting education and entering a first job are
defensible, but they affect comparisons of the
education-first job association in these saci-
elies.

Allmendinger (1989) recognized the diffi-
culty presented by the apprenticeship period
in Germany and referred to it as a “transition
period” between full-time scheoling and full-
time work. | suggest that it would increase
our understanding of the role of education in
the sacial stratification process if we included
the idea of a “transition period” in all com-
parative research. It is important to see that
the transition from school to work is a
process, not an event, and that the process
varies across societies, Differences in systems
become manifest during the transition peri-
od. In what follows, | consider how a careful

examination of the transition period can help
clarify the varied effects of educaticnal sys-
tems on stratification processes.

THE TRANSITION FROM SCHOOL
TO WORK

Following Allmendinger’s (1989) lead, cne
could define the beginning of the transition
period as the time a student first leaves full-
time schoal and enters the labar force {ignor-
ing vacation or other short-term jobs). This
definition could easily be applied in the four
sacieties discussed here and in most other
advanced societies. For German apprentices,
that time is as early as age 15 or 16, but for
those whe attend a university, it is later. For
most Britons, it is at an early age (16 or 17),
but for thase wha complete the sixth form of
secondary school and for those who enter
higher education, it is later. The beginning of
the transition period alse varies for bath
American and French students, depending on
their levels of educational attainment.

It is much more difficult to define the end
of the transition period in such a way that it
can be consistently applied both within and
among sacieties. Allmendinger’s definition
implies that there is a onetime change from a
mix of schooling and work to a full-time com-
mitment te work. Evidence presented here
shaws that that is not the case far many peo-
ple in Great Britain and the United States. 1t is
also not the case for many people in other
societies.

| suggest that, at least tentatively, the tran-
sition peried in advanced societies should be
defined more simply and uniformly in terms
of an age span. All advanced societies specify
a compulsery period of schooling, and the
minimum leaving age in most of them is 16.
Also, in almaost all advanced societies in recent
years, most peaple camplete their schoaling
and enter the [abor force by age 25. | sug-
gest, then, that we can learn a great deal
about the effect of education on social strati-
fication processes if we study what occurs in
school and in the labor force between the
ages of 16 and 25. This definition of the tran-
sition peried has the advantage of examining
the same life-course period for all cases in all
societies, rather than adjusting the definiticn
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to fit different societies or educational levels.

What happens between thase ages clearly
varies a great deal both within and ameng
societies. Within all societies, some [eave
schoal at the beginning of the transition peri-
od, and others remain in schoal during most
or all of it. Most leave school during the early
part of that period, however, and spend a sig-
nificant part of the period in the [abor force.

What happens after people leave full-time
schoal also varies both within and among
sacieties. In most societies, those who leave
full-time school the earliest are the least likely
to return for additional schooling (Arum and
Haout 1998; Bynner and Fogelman 1993) and
are the most likely to experience unstable
employment. The analyses in Shavit and
Miller's (1998) volume show a consistent
tendency for the risk of unemployment dur-
ing the early years in the labor force to
decrease as the level of educational attain-
ment increases. Unemployment between
leaving school and entering a first job is also
more common in France and Great Britain
than in Germany (Brauns, Gangl, and Scherer
1999). This is another result of the pre-
dictability of first-job placement in the
German apprenticeship system,

Initial job placements also vary in ather
ways. A common feature of jobs obtained by
young peaple in France is that they are specif-
ically defined as temporary (referred to as
involving “shart-term cantracts”). The lower
the worker’s educational attainment, the
more likely he or she will enter an early job of
this type or one that is part time (Goux and
Maurin 1998). Temporary and part-time jobs
are becoming increasingly common in all
advanced societies {Kalleberg 1996), and the
lower the workers' educational attainments,
the mare likely the workers are to have such
jobs. These changes have led some analysts
to see an increasing polarization of the labor
farce in advanced societies into a relatively
small elite graup of highly skilled warkers and
a larger group of disadvantaged workers
(Coffield 1999). Whatever the validity of this
view, it serves to remind us that the educa-
tion-cccupation assaciation depends as much
on the nature of the labor force as on the
educaticnal systems that prepare students to
enter it.

What are the ramifications of systematical-
ly including a transition period in the analysis
of the role of education in the stratification

process? When the differences in the educa-
tional systems’ stratification, standardization,
and vocational specificity, their capacity to
structure; and their tolerance of chaice are
considered together, it suggests that students
in the four societies follow different pathways
as they pass through the transition periad
and into adult pasitiens in the labor force. |
refer to these pathways as “trajectories,” and
| define a trajectory as a set of linked locations
in a society’s differentiated educational and
labor force structures. | use the term in much
the same way that the term career line has
been used previcusly in the analysis of labar
faorce pathways (Spenner, Otto, and Call
1982).

SOME EVIDENCE OF DIFFERENCES
IN TRAJECTORIES

Estimates of the trajectories in these four soci-
eties can be deduced from characteristics of
the educational systems and patterns of early
labor force experiences. However, there are
few empirical analyses of the flows of young
people through the educational systems and
into the labor force. We do not have ade-
quate information to chart these trajectories,
but we should seek to obtain it. | present
some fragments of the kinds of infermation
that are needed. These fragments provide
useful evidence, but they also show how
much more needs to be done.”

The primary bases on which educational
trajecteries in advanced societies can be dif-
ferentiated are age and type of education. At
what ages do people first leave school? What
kinds of educational programs have they
engaged in by the time they leave? Do some
combine school and work? If they return to
schaol, what kind of schoaling do they return
to, and at what age? When we attempt to link
educational trajectories with the labor force,
the picture becomes complex, and the avail-
able data are less adequate. In what fallows, |
review some limited evidence of the variety of
trajectories that can be cbserved within and
among sacieties. The available evidence is
only suggestive of what more adequate evi-
dence could tell us.

School-Leaving Age as a Division Point
Students are allowed to leave school at age



12

Kerckhoff

16 in France, Great Britain, and the United
States (most states), but the proporticn of
students who leave at that time varies great-
ly. In a comparison of British and American
cohorts, my colleagues and | (Kerckhoff,
Haney, and Glennie farthcoming) found that
between the ages of 16 and 18, 13.8 percent
of the Americans left secondary school, com-
pared to 69.6 percent of the British.8 About
half the British “dropouts” were in postsec-
ondary training programs at age 18, but they
were no longer in secondary schoal. Few
French students leave secondary schoal at the
minimum leaving age of 16; only about one-
fourth leave befare they at least try to abtain
the baccalauréat, normally completed by age
18 (Goux and Maurin 1998).

The German pattern is different from the
other three. Compulsery education lasts until
age 18. However, there is a division at about
age 15 into the various pragrams that lead to
higher education (via the Gymnasium), the
dual apprenticeship system, or basic voca-
tional schools. At least two-thirds enter
apprenticeships in the dual system (Heinz
1999). If entering an apprenticeship in
Germany is viewed as leaving full-time schoal,
then two-thirds of the German students leave
full-time school at about the same time that
about two-thirds of the British students do.
What happens after that, however, is marked-
ly different in the two societies.

Moast of thase in the German dual system
actually stay in that system continually past
age 18, which is quite different from the pat-
tern in Great Britain, where a combination of
school and work is more likely te involve
young workers taking part-time courses.
Much depends an how one defines the com-
bined activities. For instance, in their compar-
ison of schaol and woark patterns in Germany
and the United States, Blichtemann, Schupp,
and Soloff (1994) treated apprentices as hav-
ing left school but as not having jobs. They
thus concluded that many more American
than German “schoal leavers” are employed
a year after they leave school. Hence, it is
apparent that, even by age 16 or 18, educa-
tional trajectories are highly varied both with-
in and among sacieties. They are even more
varied by older ages.

Continuing into Postsecondary Education
Americans are by far the most likely to com-

plete secondary school and move directly
into higher education, In my and my col-
teagues’ comparison of Great Britain and the
United States (Kerckhoff et al. forthcoming),
we faund that 43.4 percent of the Americans
had entered colleges or universities by age
22, but only 9.5 percent of the Britons had
entered higher education by age 23.
However, 51.9 percent of the British students
had taken courses in colleges of further edu-
cation or training centers, compared with
25.6 percent of the Americans who had
attended vocational schools or community
calleges.

Because so many German students take
part in apprenticeship programs, anly about
one-fourth enter universities or polytechnical
colleges {Heinz 1999). However, even some
of those who take apprenticeships later go on
to universities (Blchtemann et al. 1994),
Pastsecondary education has been undergo-
ing a great deal of recrganization in France
recently, but it is estimated that about one-
fourth of French students engage in some
kind of postsecondary education (Brauns and
Steinmann 1997).

Education After Entering the Labor Force
Ameng these four societies, part-time school-
ing after labor force entry is most common in
Great Britain, and returning to schoel full
time after labor farce entry is most common
in the United States. This variation in rates of
return to school suggests that more
Americans and Britons than French or
Cermans have some kinds of educaticnal
experiences at relatively late ages. That
appears to be the case, but there is also a
sharp British-American contrast. In my and
my colleagues” comparison of British and
American educational trajecteries {Kerckhoff
et al. forthcoming), 33.3 percent of the
Americans attended some kind of education-
al institution between ages 22 and 28, but
only 17.6 percent of the Britons did so
between ages 23 and 28. Even more striking,
21.6 percent of the Americans attended cal-
leges ar universities during that period, com-
pared with only 3.3 percent of the Britons.
Mast Britons” courses were taken at training
centers or colleges of further education,

Employment Patterns in the Early Years
Early employment is much more stable in
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Germany than in the other three societies.
Young Germans change jobs least often soon
after they first enter the labor force, and even
when they do change jobs, they are less like-
ly to change occupations. In addition, job
changing during the early years less often
invelves periods of unemployment in
Germany (Brauns et al. 1999; Buchtemann et
al. 1994).

In all the respects discussed here, the tra-
jectories in the four societies are diverse.
Many British students leave secondary school
early, but few do so in the other societies.
Some kind of postsecondary schoaling is
more common in Great Britain and the
United States, but British and American stu-
dents engage in different kinds of pastsec-
ondary schooling. Americans are the most
likely to reenter full-time school after they
enter the labor force. Germans are the least
likely to change johs in the early years after
they enter the labor force. If we had mare
adequate comparative longitudinal data for
the transition period, ane would find that the
most prominent trajectories would certainly
be quite different in these four societies.

STRUCTURES, CHOICES, AND
TRAJECTORIES

The limited evidence abcut trajectories just
reviewed leaves unspecified the processes
through which the steps in the trajectories
cccur. The earlier discussion of the systems
suggests that the British and American trajec-
tories are mare influenced by students’ choic-
es, whereas the German trajectories are mare
influenced by forces within the German edu-
cational system that sort students into
increasingly diverse but restricted trajectories.
Relatively speaking, that is probably true, but
recent detailed descriptions of some aspects
of the processes in Germany and the United
States sugqest that some of these deductions
about trajectaries may be oversimplified.

The overviews of the systems suggest that
German students are selected to attend one
of three kinds of secandary school and that
most of them are then selected into occupa-
tion-specific apprenticeships that move them
inte particular kinds of jobs. Mortimer and
Kriger (2000) described how young

Germans enter apprenticeships, and their
description involves a mixture of system
restrictions and students’ choice. German
secondary school students twice enter a six-
week training program for an occupation of
their choice. Many change their minds about
their initial choice and chocse another occu-
pation the second time. Many are also
unhappy with their second choice. Students
submit apprenticeship applicatiens during
their last six months in secondary schoel.
Some apply for dozens of different positions.
A rigorous testing and interview period fol-
lows, and many students end up in different
apprenticeships than they ariginally said they
wished to enter. Many of the changes are due
to rejection, but some are due to students
changing their minds about what they want.

Heinz (1999) provided ancther image of a
mix of system restrictions and students’
choices in Germany. Studying samples of
graduates of selected apprenticeship fields in
two German cities, he found that five years
after they completed their apprenticeships,
the graduates were more scattered than
would be expected, given the standard view
of the CGerman educational system. About
one-fifth of the eriginal sample had returned
to scheol. It may be noteworthy, however,
that the great majority of them had been in
white-collar apprenticeships. Completing the
apprenticeships may have given them suffi-
cient future job security to permit them to
invest in the more difficult university option.9
Of those whe were employed, nearly one-
third were in a different occupation than the
one they had prepared for during their
apprenticeship.1? There thus seems to be
mare flexibility in the German system than
many discussions imply,

Recent research has also suggested a more
mixed picture in the United States than the
comparisons suggest. American high schools
are not quite as “open” and unstructured as
they are purperted to be. It is true that, over
the past 30 years, formal tracking has gener-
ally disappeared in American high schools, 1
the variety of courses available has sharply
increased, and students take many combina-
tions of courses. However, there is more order
in students’ course sequences than these
¢hanges seem to suggest, and the pattern of
courses taken affects students’ later lives,
Lucas’s {1999) review of the historical decline
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of formal tracking and analysis of recent pat-
terns of course taking showed that the kinds
of courses taken have continuity across the
high school years and in different subjects
{such as mathematics, English, and science).
Lucas argued that the combinations of cours-
es can be viewed as “tracks” despite the sys-
tem’s tolerance for students’ course setection.
He noted that several methods of defining
track lacation in the 11th and 12th grades are
significantly linked to academic achievement
and college entry.

Other American research has also found
more arder than may be expected. Kerckhoff
and Glennie (1999) used the same data that
Lucas used to demcnstrate that curricular
linkages in mathematics, science, and foreign
languages in the 9th through the 12th grade
serve ta separate students into stratified
course-defined educational career lines across
the period fram age 16 to 28.72 They showed
that as students proceed along these career
lines, the differences in their academic
achievement increase. That is, there is a
cumulative dispersing effect of the curricu-
lum-based career lines. Arum and Hout
(1998) also found that high schoat tracks are
significantly associated with American stu-
dents’ later labar market placements.12

These German and American findings add
some fine-grained texture to the breoad pic-
ture obtained from considering the structural
features of the educational systems. They sug-
gest that both systems provide structure and
bath allow for some choice by students, even
though the balance between those twa influ-
ences differs. They show that the structure of
systems does not preclude choice, but they
also show that patterned trajectories can
emerge even within less structured systems.
Regularity can be found even when no format
structure requires it. Locations in trajectories
can be generated by informal social defini-
tions and processes as well as by institutional
structural constraints.

These reqularities that are not institutional-
ly imposed remind us that impartant pracess-
es occur within educational institutions that
are not wholly determined by the formal insti-
tutional structures. Students relate to each
other and families influence students’ school
experiences, creating informal clusters of like-
minded students. In [ames Coleman’s terms
{see Schneider 2000), functional communi-

ties evolve within which educational norms
emerge. Where educational systems permit
students’ choices, one can expect that there
will be some consistent patterns of choices
that have normative force and lead to differ-
entiated educaticnal attainment trajectories.
The very existence of alternatives to choose
from and the lack of structural constraints
should increase the likelihood that functional
communities will evolve and normative influ-
ences will emerge. 14

As additional analyses become available for
these and other sacieties, it should be possi-
ble to chart with greater confidence the tra-
jectories that young people follow through
the transition peried into positions in the
labor force. The additional analyses should
also make it possible to assess the degree to
which the trajectories can be attributed to the
systems’ structural features, to patterns of
individual choices, and to normative influ-
ences of  functional communities.
Undoubtedly, structure, choice, and nerma-
tive influences affect the observed trajectories
in all societies, but the nature, extent, and
timing of their effects vary. Research that is
designed te identify these caontributions will
increase our understanding of the role of edu-
cation in the process of social stratification.

OVERVIEW

| have reviewed a recent body of literature
that has presented a multidimensional picture
of the role of educational institutions in the
social stratification processes in advanced
societies, Because these societies have such
varied educational systemns that award differ-
ent kinds of credentials, the processes by
which young people become sorted into cat-
egaries of educational attainment differ. The
three dimensions on which these educational
systems are usually differentiated are stratifi-
cation, standardization, and the degree of
vocational specificity of the credentials they
award. The combination of stratification and
vocational specificity determines the degree
to which the systems have “the capacity to
structure” the flow of students into the labor
force. | added another dimension of system
differentiation to these three: the extent to
which students have opportunities to make
choices,



