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This investigation attempts to answer the question why more and more parents have chosen the

Gymnasium for their children’s secondary school education in post-war West Germany. Based on

the theory of subjective expected utility, the crucial mechanisms of parental educational decisions

have been emphasized. From this perspective it is assumed that increasing educational motivation

coupled with changes in the subjective evaluation of the cost^bene¢t of education were important

conditions for an increasing participation inupper secondary schools.Thesewere, however, in turn,

the result of educational expansion. The empirical analyses for three time-periods in the 1960s,

1970s, and 1980s con¢rm these assumptions to a large degree. Additionally, empirical evidence

was found to suggest that in addition to the intentions of parents and the educational career of

their children, structural moments of educational expansion and their own inertia played an impor-

tant role in the pupils’ transition from one educational level to the next. Finally, evidence was found

that persistent class-speci¢c educational inequality stems from a constant balance in the relative

cost^bene¢t advantages between social classes as well as from an increasing di¡erence of primary

origin e¡ect between social classes in the realization of their educational choice.

Introduction
As in other modern countries, there has been an
increase in educational participation in the Federal
Republic of Germany since the early post-war period
(Shavit and Blossfeld,1993).This educational expan-
sion is correlated with an increase in the educational
participation rates in all social classes (Leschinsky
and Mayer, 1990: 35). In 1952, 18 per cent of the
pupils aged 13 attended intermediate secondary
school (Realschule: 12 per cent) or upper secondary
school (Gymnasium: 6 per cent), while in 1989 almost
56 per cent of 13-year old pupils (Realschule: 26 per
cent and Gymnasium: 30 per cent) entered these
school tracks after primary school (see Figure 1). In

the same period, the percentage of the pupils aged13
attending lower secondary school (Hauptschule) or
comprehensive schools (Gesamtschule) has decreased
from 82 per cent in 1952 to 41 per cent in 1989.This
educational expansion has resulted in the increase in
educational opportunities, especially for girls, as
well as in the quali¢cational upgrading of the popu-
lation, but not in a remarkable decline of
educational inequalities among social classes (Henz
and Maas, 1995; Mu« ller and Haun, 1994).1 However,
apart from structural and institutional e¡ects, the
educational opportunities of the o¡spring still
depend on their social origin (Blossfeld, 1993).
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Approximately16 per centworking-class children
aged 13 and 23 per cent of the service-class children
in this age group attended intermediate school in
1972 (see Figure 1). Across successive birth cohorts
the percentage of the working-class children in the
intermediate school increased to 26 per cent in1989,
but the percentage for the service-class children
increased to only 24 per cent. In the same time per-
iod the percentage of working-class children aged13
entering upper secondary school rose from 6 to 11
per cent. However, in1972,46 per cent of the parents
in the service class chose the upper secondary school
for their children. By 1989 this percentage had
increased to 58 per cent. This development illus-
trates that an increased number of transitions into
the intermediate school track has improved the edu-
cational opportunities of working-class children.
However, with regard to the relative increase in edu-
cational participation rates in upper secondary

school, the service class pro¢ted much more from
the educational expansion than the working class
(Mayer and Leschinsky, 1990; Blossfeld and Shavit,
1993).2

How can we explain the increase in educational
participation rates since the 1950s? Is there an
explanation for the persistent educational inequal-
ity among social classes? Apart from exogenous
and endogenous causes and their interrelations, as
well as the dynamics of the educational expansion
itself, it is assumed that the increasing educational
participation correlates with changes in the pat-
terns of educational choices of parents at the end
of their children’s primary-school education.What
we need is a theoretical explanation that indicates
the signi¢cant mechanisms of both the parental
choice of education and the realized transition
from the primary school to the secondary school
tracks.
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Figure 1. Development ofparticipation in secondary education in the Federal Republic of Germany,1952^1990 ^ pupils aged13 only



Breen and Goldthorpe (1997) have o¡ered such a
coherent explanation. By applying rational action
theory (RAT), they argue that the increase in gen-
eral educational participation rates is interrelated
with the declining costs of schooling and higher
education provided that the preference for contin-
ued education has not declined (Breen and
Goldthorpe, 1997: 294). Because educational cre-
dentials become increasingly important on entry
to the the labour market as well as to secure privi-
leged class position ^ this provides the net bene¢ts
of investments in education ^ the propensity for
continued secondary and tertiary education has
increased signi¢cantly. Breen and Goldthorpe
(1997: 294) assume that as a consequence of the edu-
cational expansion itself education became a
‘positional good’ (Hirsch, 1995). Therefore, it is
necessary for individuals to invest in their human
capital continuously over their entire life course
(e.g. Sch˛mann and Becker, 1995). From the par-
ents’ point of view they have to invest in their
o¡spring’s education to secure their children’s life
chances and to reproduce their social status. This
may be one of the main reasons why we observe
increasing educational participation rates across
successive generations and birth cohorts in most
Western European countries.
Furthermore, Breen and Goldthorpe (1997: 294^

295) stress that the decline in educational costs
might have no e¡ect on class-speci¢c educational
participation because it is similar for all social
classes. Nevertheless, there are still signi¢cant di¡er-
ences among social classes in the increase in the
positive assessment of educational bene¢ts as well
as the propensity to continue to invest in education.
In spite of educational expansion and school reforms
educational inequalities persist because the balance
between bene¢ts and costs remains constant among
the social classes. Because the relation between the
costs and bene¢ts of education evaluated by parents
has remained relatively constant within each of the
social classes, the class-speci¢c relationship between
primary and secondary e¡ects of social origin has
not changed in spite of the general quali¢cational
upgrading in the population (Goldthorpe, 1996:
492). These key mechanisms might explain persis-
tent educational inequalities with regard to social
origin and the intergenerational reproduction of
educational opportunities.

It is the aim of the present paper to test empiri-
cally such a version of a rational-choice model of
educational choices and, in particular, the mechan-
isms of the parental educational choices at the
transition from primary to secondary school. First,
utilizing such a theoretical model we seek to answer
the question regarding the increasing participation
in upper secondary school in West Germany. Sec-
ondly, we attempt to explain the persistent
inequalities of education in West Germany despite
the increase in educational participation rates by
analysing the change in class-speci¢c patterns of
attendance at both the intermediate and upper sec-
ondary schools.The remainder of the paper will be
structured as follows: in the second section a model
based on the subjective expected utility theory
(SEU), including the arguments of former rational-
choice and action models, will be discussed; in the
third section hypotheses will be derived from the
applied SEU model; the fourth section provides
the description of the data-set, empirical design,
statistical procedure, and variables; the ¢fth section
presents the empirical ¢ndings; followed by the
conclusion in the ¢nal section.

Theoretical Background
Recently, Esser (1999) made some theoretical sug-
gestions to explain persistent inequalities of
educational attainment by class-speci¢c educational
choices. In his model based on the theory of subjec-
tive expected utility (SEU), Esser (1999) integrates
the assumptions of the human-capital approach
(Becker, 1993) as well as the similar rational-choice
models by Boudon (1974), Erikson and Jonsson
(1996), and Breen and Goldthorpe (1997).3 Esser
(1999) applies an initial SEU model to explain the
mechanisms of parental educational choices at the
end of primary school education.The parents have
to decide between two alternatives: on the one hand,
to continue on to lower secondary school (An), or, on
the other hand, to continue on to intermediate or
upper secondary school tracks (Ab). The conse-
quences of each of the choices result in the
expectedutilityEU.The amountof educational ben-
e¢t B depends on the expected returns to the
educational credentials on the labour market. Both,
the expected costs of education C and the expected
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amount of status decline SD are also key compo-
nents of the parental calculations. The status
decline results from the choice of an educational
career that does not guarantee intergenerational sta-
tus maintenance. Finally, the expected value Pep
indicates the expected probability of successfully
completing the chosen school track, while Psd indi-
cates the impact of the expected probability of the
status decline for sub-optimal educational choices
on the parents’ decision in favour of one of the
school tracks.
When parents decide against the intermediate or

upper secondary school the expected utility
amounts toPsd(7SD), while the continuation of sec-
ondary schooling results in the expected utility
value of PepB+(17Pep)Psd(7SD)7C.4 The estimated
utility for each of the alternatives will then be:

EU(An) ¼ Psd (� SD)

EU(Ab) ¼ PepB+(1� Pep)Psd (� SD)� C:

According to the logic of SEUtheory the individual
is assumed to choose the alternativewith the highest
expected utility EU (Esser, 1999: 269). Education
will be continued when it is valid that:

EU(Ab)4EU(An) or PepB+

(1� Pep)Psd (� SD)� C4 Psd (� SD):

This equation can be simpli¢ed to (Esser, 1999:
270):

B+PsdSD4 C=Pep:

The term B+PsdSD de¢nes the educational moti-
vation of individuals. An increase in the motivation
e¡ect is more likely the higher the value of bene¢t as
well as the greater the amount and likelihood of the
status decline.The term C=Pep indicates the invest-
ment risk. Provided that the cost is constant for all
parents, the risk for investment in their children’s
education correlates with the expected probability
of successfully completing their educational choice:
the higher the expected probability of educational
success is, the lower is the risk of continuing the
child’s education. Otherwise, the poorer the o¡-
spring’s educational performances and academic
abilities are, the higher must be the parents’motiva-
tion to choose upper secondary school.
For his explanation of class-speci¢c educational

choices, Esser (1999: 271) assumes that the value of
both the bene¢tsB and costsC are equal for all social

classes. However, there are two problems with this
explanation. First, it might be true that the loss of
social status is lower for families at the bottom of
the social strati¢cation than for families in the
upper and middle classes when they renounce con-
tinued education. Not choosing upper secondary
school makes status decline more likely for families
with high status than for working-class families.The
educational motivation is therefore higher for upper
social classes than for lower classes.

Secondly, the expectation of good educational
performance is greater for the upper classes than
for the lower classes. Therefore, the investment
risk decreases with declining social status. In sum,
Esser (1999: 271) makes intelligible the fact that the
class-speci¢c di¡erences in both the educational
motivation and investment risk cause educational
inequalities among social classes. In particular, the
class-speci¢c di¡erences in the expected probabil-
ity of status decline Psd as well as the probability
of successfully completing the chosen school track
Pep are the main mechanisms of class-speci¢c edu-
cational choices. Assuming that the expected
bene¢ts and costs vary signi¢cantly among social
classes, these di¡erences will persist. For example,
Boudon (1974) stresses that individuals in lower
classes tend to underestimate the bene¢ts of contin-
ued secondary schooling or tertiary education as
well as overestimating the costs of human-capital
investments.

All in all, the model proposed by Esser (1999)
includes the main arguments of previous rational-
choice models of educational choice. However, in
contrast to these other models, Esser examined the
impact of status maintenance on educational choice
(1999). He introduced an additional term into his
SEU model that indicates the likelihood of status
decline. In a theoretical sense, this means that indi-
viduals weigh the expected quantities of each of the
bene¢ts and the costs with the subjective likelihood
of their occurrence.The SEUmodel was chosen for
the empirical analysis used in this study primarily
because of the addition of this theoretical extension.
Furthermore, previous empirical analysis supports
this decision (Becker 2000). The statistical ¢t of
Esser’s SEU model to empirical data was better
than that of the other models, such as the model by
Erikson and Jonsson (1996). In accordance with
Boudon (1974) or Erikson and Jonsson (1996),
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Esser (1999) assumes that parental resources have an
impact on the actual and expected probability of a
child successfully completing his or her educational
choice. Privileged families are more likely to be able
to compensate for unexpected failuresby their ¢nan-
cial, social, and cultural capital. For example, in
contrast to families with low income, the richer
families can employ a private teacher or place their
children in boarding schools in order to improve
their o¡spring’s educational performance. Because
of their experiences with their own educational
career, quali¢ed parents in higher social classes
have the strategic knowledge to use educational
opportunities in an e⁄cient way. Therefore, they
have lower opportunity costs than working-class
families (Esser, 1999: 272).

Hypotheses
In order to derive hypotheses from the perspective
of subjective expected utility theory we have to con-
sider the societal, economic, political, and cultural
changes in the post-war era. In the Federal Republic
of Germany the modernization process, economic
development, education policies, and the socio-cul-
tural liberalization were important societal
conditions for both parents’ demand for continued
education for their children and employees’demand
for highly quali¢edmanpower (Blossfeld,1993). Par-
ents’ educational choices re£ect their desire for
upward social mobility through education to
improve their children’s social position and life
chances in a socially strati¢ed society such as that
of West Germany (Mu« ller, Jonsson, and Mills,
1996). Therefore, when there is a social inequality
of resources and opportunities, investment in edu-
cation is rational for parentswho seek to realize their
own interest in social status as well as bene¢ts for
their children (Mu« ller and Karle, 1993). It is rational
to invest in children’s education because both the
education and the certi¢cates are necessary for occu-
pational allocation and status attainment (Erikson
and Goldthorpe, 1992). Investment into their chil-
dren’s human capital is based on the parents’
calculations of bene¢ts. The increasing demand of
employers for quali¢ed manpower in both the pri-
vate and public sectors (Becker and Blossfeld, 1991)
indicates the increased instrumental function of

education for occupational allocation, status attain-
ment, and earnings (Hannan, Sch˛mann, and
Blossfeld, 1990; Carroll and Mayer, 1986). Empirical
analysis can determine whether parents’ motivation
towards status attainment and intergenerational sta-
tus reproduction, and the instrumental bene¢ts of
education perceivedby the parents in their children’s
educational choices, has increased over time, while
the perceived costs of long-term human-capital
investment has declined.5

Thesis of instrumentalization of upper

secondary schooling

The instrumental utility of continued education in
the upper secondary school expected by parents
has increased in the post-war period. Because of
the increase in the demand for quali¢ed workers on
the labour market it is rational to invest in human
capital.Therefore, an increasing impact of expected
bene¢ts (B) on educational choice should be
expected.

Thesis of cost^bene¢t relationship

The relative increase in choices to continue on to
upper secondary schooling is based on the increased
signi¢cance of a positive assessment of bene¢ts (B)
and parental educational motivation (B + PsdSD) as
well as on the decreased impact of both the subjec-
tive expected costs (C) and the investment risks
(C/Pep) on educational propensities.

Thesis of intergenerational status reproduction

Because of the increase in educational participation
rates, the in£ation of educational credentials, the
processes of quali¢cational displacement in the
course of increased competition in labour markets,
and declining returns tohuman-capital investments,
the continuation of education has become an impor-
tant factor in improving intergenerational status
reproduction. Therefore it is assumed that the
expected amount of status decline SD for sub-opti-
mal educational choices has an increasing impact on
educational choice.The motive of intergenerational
status maintenance might be signi¢cant for parents
who have already pro¢ted from the educational
expansion themselves. For the educational transition
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it is assumed that parents’education a¡ects their chil-
dren’s educational opportunities. The higher the
parents’ educational level the more likely it is that
their children will enter theGymnasium.

Thesis of decreased educational costs

Due to increased prosperity and di¡usion of know-
ledge about both the utility of educational
credentials and educational opportunity, the subjec-
tively assessed costs of educational choices (C) have
decreased across cohorts. The lower the actual and
expected costs are, the higher is the propensity to
continue on to higher education.

Thesis of persistent inequalities of educational

opportunity

The educational expansion is correlated with the
decreasing impact of both the primary and second-
ary e¡ects of social origin on the transition to the
higher school tracks. However, with regard to
these origin e¡ects, the di¡erences among the social
classes have not changed signi¢cantly.The more sig-
ni¢cant the class-speci¢c di¡erences in the balance
of these origin e¡ects remain over time, the more
likely is the persistence of inequalities of educational
opportunity.

Database, Statistical Procedure, and
Variables
Database

The empirical analyses are based on the data-sets of
three di¡erent surveys conducted in several federal
states of the Federal Republic of Germany in the
years 1967, 1971/2, and 1982/3. In the ¢rst survey, the
data of 1,729 parents of pupils in Baden-Wu« rttem-
berg (a federal state in the south-western region of
the Federal Republic of Germany) were collected in
1966/7 (Baur,1972). In autumn1967 the pupils chan-
ged from the fourth class in primary school to the
¢fth class in one of the three secondary school tracks
(Hauptschule, Realschule, or Gymnasium). The second
data-set contains information about 1,348 families
in North RhineWestphalia (Nordrhein-Westfalen) hav-
ing children in the fourth or ¢fth class (Fr˛hlich,

1973). In working-class families the spouse was also
interviewed.Therefore, it is possible to compensate
for the non-response of one of the spouses, missing
values, and the under-representation of blue-collar
workers.The data for this second set were collected
between November 1971 and May 1972. The third
data-set includes information on 3,085 parents in
Baden-Wu« rttemberg, North Rhine Westphalia,
Lower Saxony (Niedersachsen) and West Berlin (Fau-
ser, 1983; Fauser, 1984). In autumn 1982 they were
interviewed about their educational motivation
and propensity to place their children in secondary
schools. In autumn 1983 information pertaining to
the completed transition into the secondary school
tracks was collected.

Families opting for the comprehensive school, or
cases with missing values for educational aspirations
and other important variables, are excluded from the
analyses.The sample for the period 1966^7 contains
1,685 families. For the 1970^1 period we have infor-
mation about 1,840 families and ¢nally, the sample
for the 1982^3 period includes valid data for about
1,964 families. Existing data-sets are insu⁄cient to
describe the total post-war period in detail, and
only these three points in time are available to us.
The employed databases allow us to analyse the cau-
sal mechanisms of the process of educational choices
in families; having information for two points of
time enables us to reconstruct the total process of
both the educational choice and the realized transi-
tion. However, it has to be considered that the
variation of parental choice of education and its real-
ization through time could be con£ated with
di¡erences of survey design and population for each
of the points in time.This assumption might be the-
oretically plausible, but it has not been con¢rmed
empirically. Furthermore, we have no idea why the
process and mechanisms of both the parental choice
and the educational transition should vary across the
federal states of West Germany. For the empirical
analysis, the data are sub-optimal, but to our knowl-
edge there is no alternative data-set for Germany.

Design, Statistical Procedure, and
Dependent Variables
As presented in Figure 2, the multivariate analyses
will be employed in three steps.The ¢rst step is the
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preparation of actual estimates of both the parental
educational choice (second step) and the realized
transition to the various tracks in the secondary
school (third step). First, the impact of social class
on each of the determinants of parental educational
choice is estimated.6 The class di¡erences in the
dependent dummy variables ‘expected bene¢t’,
‘expected value of status decline’,‘expected probabil-
ity of status decline’, ‘expected probability of
successfully completing of the educational choice’,
and ‘expected costs’ are estimated by probit regres-
sion (Aldrich and Nelson, 1984).7 These estimates
are documented inTables A.1^1 toA.1^3 (presented
in the Appendix). The estimated results of each of
these variables are stored as the so-called inverse of
Mill’s ratios (IMR) (Greene, 1995: 640).8 Thus the
initial dummy variables such as the expected bene¢t
of education, the expected value of status decline,
the expected probability of status decline, and the
expected probability of successfully completing the
educational choice are transformed to metric instru-
mental variables (Heckman, 1997). They then
indicate the class-speci¢c determinants of educa-
tional choices.
Secondly, we investigate the impact of social class

on the recommendation of the primary school for

the tracks in the secondary school. The results of
these estimations are also stored as instrumental
variables. In the third step they will be used as inde-
pendent variables, such as the class-speci¢c
recommendation for the estimations of the realized
transitions to one of the three secondary school
tracks. These estimates are documented in Tables
A.2^1 toA.2^3 (presented in the Appendix).

In the second step we analyse the mechanisms of
parental educational choice by utilizing the SEU
model of parents’ educational choice of upper sec-
ondary school. The dependent variable of the
second step is the rational choice to continue on to
the upper secondary school (Gymnasium). It is mea-
sured as a dummy variable (1¼choice of upper
secondary school and 0¼choice of lower or inter-
mediate secondary school). In this step the metric
instrumental variables ^ the class-speci¢c expected
bene¢t of education, the expected value of status
decline, the expected probability of status decline,
and the expected probability of successfully com-
pleting of the educational choice ^ stored from
the previous step, are integrated into the probit
regression equation as independent variables (Heck-
man, 1979; Heckman, 1997). The result of the
parental choice of upper secondary school estimated
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in the second step will also be stored as an instru-
mental variable.
In the third step, the instrumental variable ‘paren-

tal choice of upper secondary school’ stored in the
second step is included as the indicator of the class-
speci¢c educational choice.The dependent variable
in the third step is the likelihood of the transition to
one of the three secondary school tracks and it is
coded as a categorical variable (0¼transition to
lower secondary school, 1¼transition to intermedi-
ate secondary school, and 2¼transition to upper
secondary school). Multinomial logistic regression
is used to investigate the actual educational transi-
tion. For the analysis of the realized educational
choice the impact of the parents’ former educational
choice, their experience of the educational system,
and the institutional e¡ects ^ e.g. the class-speci¢c
recommendation of the primary school (see the ¢rst
step) ^ were considered.
This applied complex procedure corresponds to

the logic of the two-step procedure suggested by
Heckman (1979) to control for sample selection
bias (Winship and Mare, 1992). We take the view
that this two-step design is an e⁄cient procedure
that reduces complexity and is appropriate to the
causality and endogeneity of both the educational
choice and the actual realization of the educational
choice (Sch˛mann and Becker, 2001).

Independent Variables
As is the case with many other secondary analyses,
our databases do not provide for the optimal opera-
tionalization of the variables. Therefore, we make
use of proxy variables that are coded as dummy vari-
ables. However, the operationalization of some of
the explanatory variables is di¡erent for each of the
points of time, thus the results of the historical com-
parison must be interpreted carefully.
One of the most important variables is the bene¢t

of education.The bene¢t is coded ‘1’ if it is assumed
that the upper secondary school certi¢cate (Abitur)
or university study is necessary to realize occupa-
tional opportunities or status attainment in the
future, and zero if this assumption is not made.
Another variable is the value of status mainte-

nance. For the 1960s this variable is measured by
the positive discrepancy between the occupation of

the head of household and the occupation antici-
pated for the o¡spring. If the parents are interested
in their children’s upward mobility, the variable has
the value ‘1’. For the 1970s it is indicated by the
assessment of the educational a⁄nity of the middle
and upper classes.The variable is coded ‘1’when the
parents share the higher social classes’ educational
a⁄nity. For the 1980s the value of status reproduc-
tion is operationalized by the parental desire for an
educational certi¢cate for their children that is
higher than the parents’education.When the parents
desire a higher credential for their children, the vari-
able is coded ‘1’.

The measure of the expected probability of status
decline is di¡erent for each of the points in time
because of the di¡erent aim of each of the surveys:
the 1966^7 surveywas a subjective assessment of the
impact of education on social status; the 1970^1 sur-
vey measured attitudes to insurmountable barriers
between social classes; and the 1982^3 survey
attempted to show whether parental desire for an
educational certi¢cate for their o¡spring was lower
than parental credentials.

Costs are measured di¡erently in each of the three
time periods. In the 1960s parents were asked if they
often have to worry whether they would still have
enough money at the end of the month (coded ‘1’
for a positive response and ‘0’ for a negative
response). At the beginning of the 1970s the parents
were asked if the transition to intermediate or upper
secondary school would result in their having to
make economies in their spending (coded ‘1’ for
the answer ‘yes’ and zero for ‘no’). For the 1980s the
expected costs were determined by the number of
the children living in the household: families with
two or more children at school were coded by ‘1’
and families with one or no child of school age
were coded zero.

The expectation of success in completing the edu-
cational choice (educational performance) is
measured by the children’s educational performance
and academic ability. When possible, a subjective
assessment of children’s problems or performance
in school has been used (‘Yes, my child is a good
pupil and could complete Realschule or Gymnasium
successfully’). However, for the 1980s the o¡spring’s
actual performance is measured by their average aca-
demic ability in mathematics, grammar, and
German language as assessed by the teacher. This
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variable was measured by comparing the level of
each pupil’s performance to the average perfor-
mance. For the analyses of the realized transition
the recommendation of the primary school and the
credentials of the parents are included as dummy
variables.

Empirical Findings
The Change in Educational Choices of Upper

Secondary School

The class-speci¢c educational choice of parents at
the end of primary schooling is the precondition
for their children’s educational participation in sec-
ondary school as well as an important cause of the
inequalities of educational opportunities. The
class-speci¢c changes in parental choice of educa-
tion result in variations of both participation rates
and educational inequalities over time. Therefore,
we investigate the determinants of the educational
choice of upper secondary school and its changes
across cohorts. Table 1 presents the empirical esti-
mates of the mechanisms of parental choice of
upper secondary school. These mechanisms are
indicated by the expected bene¢ts of education, the
expected value of status decline, the expected prob-
ability of status decline, and the expected
probability of successfully completing the educa-
tional choice speci¢c for each of the social classes.
The results con¢rm the basic SEU model of educa-
tional choices provided by Esser (1999).
The impact of the expected bene¢ts B on educa-

tional choice has increased slightly across cohorts of
pupils and parental generations. In accordance with
the human-capital approach, the expected profes-
sional usability of continued education in upper
secondary school (and then at university) might be
becoming more important. However, this interpre-
tation has to be limited due to additional analysis
testing the statistical signi¢cance of the change in
the expected bene¢ts. On the one hand, the in£u-
ence of the expected bene¢t on educational choice
increased signi¢cantly between 1966 and 1977, but
on the other hand this was not true for the period
up to 1982. Such an evolution is plausible because
of the de£ation of human-capital investment during
the educational expansion (Hannan, Sch˛mann,
and Blossfeld, 1990). Since the 1980s investment in

continued education has obviously been necessary,
but not su⁄cient to realize the expected bene¢ts of
education. These ¢ndings do not provide strong
con¢rmation of the thesis of the instrumentalization
of continued education.

Because of this development it is assumed that the
motive of status maintenance has become an
increasingly important mechanism for educational
choice. Indeed, the impact of the expected value of
status decline (SD) on educational choice of the
upper secondary school (Gymnasium) has increased
over time.9 This ¢nding con¢rms the thesis of inter-
generational status reproduction. It has been argued
theoretically that the quali¢cational upgrading
across generations has resulted in an increasing pro-
pensity towards upward mobility. Furthermore, the
in£ation of credentials has increased the likelihood
of expected status decline when choosing the lower
secondary school or intermediate secondary school.
It has also forced the likelihood of optimal educa-
tional choices in securing social status. Therefore,
with respect to intergenerational status reproduc-
tion, the instrumental value of education in upper
secondary school has increased for families in the
middle classes. It is assumed that the dynamics of
the educational expansion itself has strengthened
this remarkable evolutionary development. The
increasing educational participation in the course
of the educational expansion ‘enforces’ educational
choices appropriate to maintain the social status
across generations. For parents in higher social
classes there is a commitment to continue traditions
in their o¡spring’s education, to maintain class-spe-
ci¢c living standards, and to realize class-speci¢c
behaviour (see Tables A.1^1, A.1^2, and A.1^3 in
the Appendix).These ¢ndings support the thesis of
intergenerational status reproduction in favour of
the thesis of the professional bene¢ts of continued
education. However, these mechanisms of educa-
tional choice improving over time might be one of
the important causes of the persistent inequality of
education among social classes.

The impact of the expected costs on educational
choices has decreased signi¢cantly across cohorts.
Such a change con¢rms the thesis of decreased edu-
cational costs. It is assumed that the impact of
expected monetary and opportunity costs has
declined because of the increased prosperity in all
social classes, and the di¡usion of knowledge
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about both the utilities of educational credentials
and educational opportunities. Because of the
decreased costs more and more parents tend to
choose the higher school tracks for their children’s
education. This might also be true for the social
classes that had reservations about the Gymnasium
because of the expected cost.
Finally, we look at the relationship between ben-

e¢ts and costs and its change. The relationship
between bene¢t B and cost C has remained quite
constant across cohorts. However, the impacts of
both the parental educational motivation B+PsdSD
and the investment riskC/Pep have increased signi¢-
cantly in the period between 1960 and 1980. These
results also con¢rm the thesis of changes in the
cost^bene¢t relationship and explain the increase
in the choice of upper secondary school after pri-
mary school. However, how can we explain such a
development? This development is an expression
of persistent social inequality among social classes.
It re£ects variations in the class-speci¢c expectations
over time for each of the elements of the parental

educational motivation as well as the expected
investment risk.

The estimates of the ¢rst analytical step presented
inAppendixTablesA.1^1toA.1^3 con¢rm the thesis
of persistent inequalities of educational choice
being one of the signi¢cant preconditions of
inequalities of educational opportunity. In the
course of educational expansion little change has
occurred in the determinants of educational choices
among social classes. For the desired educational
career, the bene¢ts, the status maintenance, and the
division between the lower and higher social classes
has shifted to the craftsmen, Polish, and unskilled
white-collar employees. Di¡erences among social
classes with respect to both educational perfor-
mance and the expected costs of education have
also changed, but to a lesser degree. This means
that the increase in educational choice of upper sec-
ondary school (Gymnasium) is, in particular,
correlated with changes in the expectations of the
middle and upper classes.The decrease in the educa-
tional inequalitywithin theworking class is an e¡ect
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Table 1. Estimates ofthepropensity to continue on to higherlevels of education: the choice ofupper secondary school (Gymnasium)

1966 1966 1970 1970 1982 1982
. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

Constant 70.720*** 70.672*** 70.636*** 70.614*** 0.291*** 0.368***
(0.035) (0.033) (0.033) (0.032) (0.030) (0.030)

Bene¢t B 0.093* 0.096* 0.111**
(0.046) [1.074] (0.044) [1.072] (0.038) [1.092]

Value of status decline 0.306*** 0.372*** 0.649***
^SD (0.070) [1.482] (0.043) [1.340] (0.049) [1.220]
Expected probability of 0.208*** 0.153*** 0.235***
status decline Psd (0.049) [1.150] (0.041) [1.119] (0.060) [1.179]

Expected educational 0.341*** 0.485*** 0.365***
performance Pep (0.048) [1.302] (0.064) [1.335] (0.039) [1.330]

Expected costsC 70.197*** 70.165*** 70.092*
(0.054) [0.874] (0.041) [0.877] (0.040) [0.933]

Educational motivation 0.093** 0.203*** 0.316***
B+PsdSD (0.037) [1.087] (0.035) [1.204] (0.028) [1.414]
Investment risk 70.053{ 70.031*** 70.176*
C/Pep (0.031) [0.943] (0.007) [0.882] (0.079) [0.936]
Pseudo-R2 0.079 0.005 0.007 0.003 0.010 0.005
Degrees of freedom 5 2 5 2 5 2
Number of cases 1685 1685 1840 1840 1964 1964

Notes:The results reported are from a probit regression. Standard errors of non-standardized coe⁄cients are presented in parentheses; the standardized
e¡ects coe⁄cients are presented in square brackets.
p40.05; ** p40.01; *** p40.001; {p40.1
Sources: (1) 1966^7: ZA-Survey 893: Elternhaus und Bildungschancen ^ author’s calculations;

(2) 1970^71: ZA-Survey 819: Chancenzuweisung durchAusbildung ^ author’s calculations;
(3) 1982^3: ZA-Survey 1611: Bildungsverl�ufe inArbeiterfamilien ^ author’s calculations.



of their increasing choice of the intermediate school
track (Realschule).10 These relationships explain the
so-called ‘elevator e¡ect’ of the educational expan-
sion as well as the observed increase in social
homogeneity of socially disadvantaged pupils in
the lower secondary school (see Mayer and Bloss-
feld, 1990; Leschinsky and Mayer, 1990).

The Change of Educational Transitions to
Upper Secondary School
There are often discrepancies between educational
choices and the realization of educational decisions
at the transition from primary school to upper sec-
ondary school tracks (Ju« rgens, 1989).11 On the one
hand, the realization of parental choices could be
constrained by institutional rules, e.g. the recom-
mendation of the primary school for one of the
secondary school tracks. On the other hand,
depending on their resources and abilities, some of

the parents are able to push through their educa-
tional choices. In particular, parents who
themselves have higher educational quali¢cations
seek to register their underachieving o¡spring at
the Gymnasium against the primary school’s unfa-
vourable recommendation. Some of the parents
with lower educational quali¢cations place their
children in the lower secondary school in spite of
their children’s positive performance or the positive
recommendation for the intermediate or upper sec-
ondary school.Therefore, it is necessary to compare
the impact of both the parents’ educational choice
and the institutional rules on the actual transition
to one of the school tracks.

On the one hand, the parental educational aspira-
tion for theGymnasium has increased across cohorts,
but on the other hand, the impact of their educa-
tional choice of the highest school track
(Gymnasium) on the realized transition to Gymnasium
has decreased. This seems paradoxical. The in£u-
ence of the educational intentions’ threshold value
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Table 2. Estimates ofthe determinants ofthe transition to the intermediate and uppersecondary school tracks ^ multinomial logit regression

1967

Gymnas.

1967

Realsch.

1972

Gymnas.

1972

Realsch.

1983

Gymnas.

1983

Realsch.
. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

Constant 0.323{ 0.369* 71.489*** 71.801*** 0.984*** 1.203***
(0.187) (0.164) (0.084) (0.100) (0.145) (0.143)

Parental decision
Gymnasium 71.359*** 3.184*** 0.510*** 2.092*** 0.278* 1.754***

(0.378) (0.261) [9.57] (0.120) (0.109) [4.56] (0.130) (0.137) [3.76]
Socio-cultural background: education of parents
Intermediate cert 70.034 0.853** 1.300*** 1.592*** 0.546* 0.968***
(Mittlere Reife) (0.241) (0.301) [1.36] (0.247) (0.253) [1.58] (0.228) (0.230) [1.53]
Upper sec. cert. 0.173 2.122*** 0.888** 2.094*** 0.554 2.196***
(Abitur) (0.370) (0.378) [2.01] (0.326) (0.272)[1.80] (0.324) (0.302) [2.57]
Recommendation of primary school for . . .
Intermediate level 1.864*** 0.423** 1.570*** 0.4644***
(Realschule) (0.106) (0.183) [1.38] (0.117) (0.1352) [1.42]
Upper sec. level 1.244*** 2.896*** 1.212*** 2.098***
(Gymnasium) (0.159) (0.179) [10.11] (0.158) (0.158) [5.10]
Intermediate/upper 0.919*** 1.032***
secondary level (0.089) (0.100)

Pseudo-R2 0.537 0.292 0.396
Degrees of freedom 10 8 10
Number of cases 1685 1840 1964

Note: Standard errors of the coe⁄cients are given in parentheses; standardized e¡ects coe⁄cients are given in square brackets.
p40.05; ** p40.01; *** p40.001; {p40.1.
Sources: (1) 1966^7: ZA-Survey 893: Elternhaus und Bildungschancen ^ author’s calculations

(2) 1970^1: ZA-Survey 819: Chancenzuweisung durchAusbildung ^ author’s calculations
(3) 1982^3: ZA-Survey 1611: Bildungsverl�ufe inArbeiterfamilien ^ author’s calculations



has obviously declined because the provision of
upper secondary schools has increased greatly due
to the building of new schools and employment of
more teachers. Participation in upper secondary
school has thereforebecomemuch easier.The reduc-
tion in regional inequalities in the demand for
education has also motivated parents who pre-
viously held reservations about continued
education to enrol their children in the Gymnasium.
This means that parental educational intention is a
necessary condition for the transition to higher
school tracks, but it is not su⁄cient to explain the
entire process of educational career choice, nor the
persistent inequalities in education.Of course, alter-
native tracks must be o¡ered by the educational
system in order to provide choices to parents and
their children. In sum, these ¢ndings support our
hypothesis that the increase in educational partici-
pation rates is based on both exogenous and
endogenous factors, as well as the institutional
rules and structure of the education system (Allmen-
dinger, 1989). Regarding the change of the sign of
the coe⁄cients of the educational intention across
cohorts, it is assumed that some of the parents who
prefer the Gymnasium consider the intermediate
school track (Realschule) to be the second best option.
However, parents with signi¢cant educational
aspirations do not consider the lower secondary
school (Hauptschule). Compared with the educational
performance of their children it is possible that an
increasing number of parents have had exaggerated
aspirations.This could be another explanation of the
‘paradox’described above.
The signi¢cant impact of the parents’ education

on the o¡spring’s transition to the intermediate or
upper secondary school has remained relatively con-
stant in the course of the educational expansion
(Blossfeld, 1993; Mayer and Blossfeld, 1990). Despite
the educational expansion, children of parents with
high quali¢cations still have favourable educational
chances. According to the thesis of the boomerang
e¡ect of the educational expansion, pupils of parents
who have pro¢ted from the educational expansion
themselves are more likely to enter upper secondary
school than children of parents with lower educa-
tional credentials (Mayer, 1991). However, these
e¡ects of intergenerational reproduction of educa-
tion should not be over-estimated. The
standardized odds ratios show that the primary and

secondaryorigin e¡ects are more likely tobe respon-
sible for the parental choice of education and the
realized transition to the tracks in secondary school.

Finally, the impact of the primary school’s recom-
mendation on the likelihood of entering upper
secondary school has decreased. This means that
the impact of both the secondary origin e¡ect (par-
ental choice of school track) and the primary origin
e¡ect (school performance evaluated by the primary
school’s recommendation) on the transition to the
Gymnasium has weakened. However, whenwe distin-
guish between the types of recommendation, it is
obvious that the impact of the recommendation for
intermediate secondary school on the transition to
this track has decreased, but it has increased for the
transition to upper secondary school.

Some parents attempt to defend their educational
choices of Realschule and Gymnasium, in particular,
from actual upward mobility in the hierarchy of the
educational system by correcting an unexpected
recommendation. The empirical study by Ju« rgens
(1989) shows that the quali¢ed parents’ assessments
of their children’s performance ¢t much better with
the children’s actual academic ability than do the
assessments of the teachers in the primary school.12

This corresponds with the boomerang e¡ect thesis
that parents who have pro¢ted from the educational
expansion also have the strategic competence and
knowledge to defend their aspirations and life-
plans from unexpected constraints. It seems to be
obvious that the dynamics of the educational expan-
sion itself have had an impact on both the
educational choices of individuals and the realiza-
tion of anticipated educational participation.

Therefore, the thesis regarding the consequences
of the dynamics of the educational expansion itself
suggested by Goldthorpe (1996) is con¢rmed by our
¢ndings. Supporting evidence is provided by the
standardized odds ratios. The quantitative ratio
between the primary origin e¡ects indicated by
the recommendation by the primary school for
Gymnasium and the secondary origin e¡ect has
increased, and the impact of the primary origin
e¡ect (the e¡ect of the pupils’ school performance
depending on their social origin) on the realization
of educational opportunities has become stronger
than the secondary origin e¡ect.The increasing dis-
parities between the primary and secondary origin
e¡ects have resulted in the persistence of inequality
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of educational opportunity on the one hand, as well
as in the increasing di¡erences between the lowest
and the highest social classes on the other.

Conclusion
It was the aim of the paper to investigate the social
mechanisms of the educational choice empirically in
order to provide an explanation of educational
expansion and the persistence of educational
inequalities. The expanding educational participa-
tion rates in the upper secondary school in the
Federal Republic of Germany required analysis in
order to determine whether these were based on
changes in parental educational choices.The persis-
tence of educational inequalities among social
classes also required examination through an analy-
sis of both the educational choice and the realization
of the educational choice. In the theoretical part of
this paper, we argued that the increase in the supply
of educational opportunities is a necessary condi-
tion for the increasing demand for education, but
the change of parental calculations of cost and ben-
e¢ts of human-capital investment would be the
decisive mechanism. Hypotheses were derived by
applying the model of subjective expected utility
(SEU) provided by Esser (1999). This SEU model
incorporates the arguments of other rational-choice
models into a coherent model explaining educa-
tional choices. According to the SEU theory,
educational choices are based on utility-maximizing
calculations of the costs and bene¢ts of continued
education.The assessment of alternative educational
careers and the expectation of costs and the prob-
ability of successfully completing one of these
alternatives are important mechanisms in the deci-
sion-making process of parents. Breen and
Goldthorpe (1997) have argued that the persistent
inequality of education can be explained by this
approach. The assessment of the costs and bene¢ts
of human-capital investment di¡er for each of the
social classes, resulting in the inequality of educa-
tion. Because the relationship between the costs
and bene¢ts of education has remained constant
among the social classes, the educational expansion
and school reforms have not resulted in the decline
of social inequality. In this paper Breen and Gold-
thorpe’s argument has been tested empirically for

West Germany at three points in time in the 1960s,
1970s and 1980s in terms of the processes of educa-
tional choice and the realization of the chosen
alternative taken from surveys in 1966^7, 1970^1
and 1982^3.

The applied SEU theory of educational choice
explains su⁄ciently the change of educational par-
ticipation rates in the post-war period as well as
the persistence of educational inequality among
social classes. However, more points in time are
needed to substantiate our results as well as to be
sure that we have not detected a historical coinci-
dence but social regularities and patterns of social
change. The neglect of additional points in time
makes it risky to speak about causalities con¢rmed
empirically.

There are additional reasons to collect data about
other points of time. First, we have neglected many
exogenous factors of the educational expansion pos-
sibly responsible for the changing educational
participation. In our models there were societal
changes at the macro level, such as demographic
change, the demand for quali¢edworkers, the exten-
sion and reform of the educational system, the
increase of prosperity in the population, a publicity
campaign by the state, the in£ation of credentials
and decreasing returns to human-capital invest-
ments, which, in our view, have not been
controlled explicitly in our multivariate analysis. If
wewere not able to control the change of constraints
and opportunities which in£uence the individuals’
de¢nition of their social situation and their selec-
tion of alternatives then we would face serious
theoretical problems. In this case the rational-choice
theory and the derived hypotheses remain rather
tautological because empirical studies demonstrate
that parents and their children observe changing
labour markets carefully and react very sensitively
to changes in the demand for educational credentials
(see Blossfeld, 1996).

Secondly, in our investigation we found evidence
that unobserved endogenous factors, as well as the
structure of the educational expansion and its own
dynamic, have to be consideredwhen explaining the
educational choices of individuals and individuals’
educational participation. The analysis of these
explanatory macro-variables would contribute to
explaining changes in the expected costs and utili-
ties of education. Therefore, in future we need
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periodical collection of data regarding the mechan-
isms of individuals’educational choices.
Thirdly, we sought to answer the question about

inequality of education, which persists despite edu-
cational expansion and other school reforms.To do
this we made use of the explanation by Breen and
Goldthorpe (1997). It is an intentional consequence
of the educational expansion that educational
opportunities have been improved for all of the
social classes, but in spite of this development the
class-speci¢c balance of evaluated costs and bene¢ts
has remained constant across cohorts. Because the
relationship between subjectively expected costs
and bene¢t is still constant in all social classes, the
so-called elevator e¡ect of educational upgrading
has resulted in a constantbalance of primaryand sec-
ondary e¡ects of social origin (Goldthorpe, 1996:
492). Social inequality has been reproduced by
both the rational adaptation of resources, opportu-
nities, and constraints, and the intergenerational
reproduction of educational chances. On the one
hand, our empirical analyses demonstrate that the
relationship between costs and bene¢ts has changed
across cohorts. In particular, o¡spring in the higher
middle classes have pro¢ted from this evolution
because the impact of the cost has decreased so
much that the impact of the entire investment risk
has also decreased for pupils with low educational
performance. In the case of minor increases in edu-
cational motivation, the decrease in investment risk
has resulted in a level of higher educational partici-
pation by the middle classes. Both the upper and
middle classes have to invest in their children’s edu-
cation due to the in£ation of credentials aswell as the
strengthened competition of quali¢ed ¢rst-time
employee at entry to the labour market. Therefore,
human-capital investments certainly become su⁄-
cient to reproduce social status, but recently it has
been necessary to invest in education to prevent
downward mobility across generations.
On the other hand, we found some evidence for

an increasing polarization of the cost^bene¢t rela-
tionship among social classes. The conditions for
the lower working class have become worse for the
following reasons: First, their educational aspira-
tions have hardly increased. Secondly, their
pessimistic evaluation of the costs of education has
not changed. Thirdly, the primary e¡ects of social
origin still have negative impacts on their school

performance. In terms of educational participation,
the social distance between the working class and
the service class has become greater since 1983.

Finally, analysing the realization of parental
choice of education by the transition to di¡erent
school tracks after primary school we found that
the impact of mechanisms responsible for the
inequalities of educational opportunityhas changed
across cohorts. On the one hand, there has been a
decrease in the inequality of educational opportu-
nity by both the parental choice of education
(secondary e¡ect of social origin) and the recom-
mendation for the higher school tracks such as
Gymnasium (primary e¡ect of social origin). How-
ever, on the other hand, we found that in spite of
this evolution during the educational expansion
the recommendation for the higher school track,
which indicates the teacher’s evaluation of the pupil’s
prior and future school performance, has become
more important for the realization of educational
opportunities than parental choice.This might be a
cause of the educational expansion in its initial per-
iod, as well as a self-strengthening e¡ect of the
dynamic of the educational expansion in later peri-
ods.More important is the empirical ¢nding that the
inequality of educational opportunity is persistent
because the social inequality of receiving a favour-
able recommendation for the Gymnasium has
increased across cohorts to the disadvantage of the
lower working-class, while the quantitative role of
educational choice for the transition has diminished
over time. However, we have provided empirical
evidence that the children’s school performance
a¡ects parental choice signi¢cantly. In spite of, as
well as because of, the educational expansion in
West Germany, the change in the balance between
the primary and secondary e¡ects of social origin
has contributed to the persistence of social inequal-
ity of education as well as to the increased
polarization of educational opportunities among
the higher social classes and the lower working-
class.

Notes
1. The increased educational participation of girls could

be explained by the following causes determining par-
ental educational choices (see also Jonsson, 1999).
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Because of growing prosperity the impact of costs on
educational choices has diminished, but the relative
opportunity costs of human-capital investments
were constantdue towomen’s relatively lower income.
The comparison of the educational performance of
both the girls and boys provides that the transaction
costs are lower for girls due to their advanced aca-
demic ability. However, human-capital investments
in girls become more important to secure their
chances on the labour market as well as on the mar-
riage market. The educational homogeneity in
partnerships con¢rms this conclusion.

2. The increase in educational participation rates in all
social classes was interrelated with the increasing
opportunities to attend upper secondary school.
This development has resulted in social homogene-
ity among pupils at the Gymnasium. However, at the
same time social heterogeneity has increased in
the Realschule and Hauptschule attended mainly by
the lower classes (Leschinsky and Mayer, 1990: 26).
An unintentional consequence of the educational
expansion is the growing social distance between
the social groups with higher and lower educational
credentials.

3. Breen and Goldthorpe (1997) integrate theoretical
arguments of the human-capital approach (Becker
1993), the model by Boudon (1974), as well as the
explanation by Erikson and Jonsson (1996) into
their sophisticated rational-choice model. For the
explanation of class-speci¢c educational choices
they stress ^ like Boudon (1974) ^ the consequences
of the primary and secondary e¡ects of class of ori-
gin. With respect to educational choices the
di¡erences among social classes depend on three
mechanisms. First, the role of risk aversion ^ the
motive of status reproduction which varies among
the social classes ^ has been stressed by Breen and
Goldthorpe (1997). Higher social classes avoid edu-
cational choices that result in social downward
mobility, while for lower classes the same choice
could result in lateral or upward mobility. Secondly,
educational choices depend on social class because
of class-speci¢c educational performance and the o¡-
spring’s academic abilities (the primary e¡ect of
social origin). The higher the family’s social status is
the better their children’s performance will be.
Thirdly, class-speci¢c educational choices correlate
with parental resources (the secondary e¡ect of social
origin). In contrast to the model by Boudon (1974) or
by Erikson and Jonsson (1996), Breen and Gold-
thorpe (1997) argue that class-speci¢c risk aversion
is the decisive mechanism which results in educa-
tional inequalities. This risk aversion will be

modi¢ed by expected costs and the expected prob-
ability of successfully completing the educational
choice.

4. In Germany students interested in participating in
higher education must successfully ¢nish the upper
secondary school with the Abitur. Such a certi¢cate
entitles the students to further their studies at
university.

5. Of course, there are several other reasons for the
described development.They could be di¡erentiated
into exogenous and endogenous factors of educa-
tional expansion. Important exogenous factors are:
demographic development of cohort size; the
demand for manpower in several labour markets;
the necessity of higher education to get a job; the
increase in income among private households as
well as in private welfare; and the extensions of the
education system and its institutional reform. The
most important endogenous factors are: the change
in educational aspirations; the educational choices
in the course of generations and the intergenera-
tional reproduction of education; the social
di¡usion of knowledge about the instrumental sig-
ni¢cance of advanced education; and the increasing
importance of education for parents’ planning of
their children’s life courses (e.g. Diekmann, 1982).
Finally, the dynamics of the educational expansion
itself lead to the increase of both educational aspira-
tions and participation in higher education. On the
one hand, the state or the government itself, which
has initiated the educational expansion, has absorbed
the occupational beginners to solve its own demand
for highly quali¢ed manpower. On the other hand,
there is an increasing demand for higher education
because parents who have already pro¢ted them-
selves from the educational expansion want their
children to also succeed in higher education. There-
fore, it could be assumed that the increase in
participation in higher education is the combined
result of the increasing signi¢cance of status
reproduction, status attainment, and educational
aspiration across generations.

6. Social class ismeasuredby the occupational status (ber-
u£iche Stellung) of the head of the household.
Alternative operationalizations ^ e.g. the Erikson^
Goldthorpe categories (Erikson and Goldthorpe,
1992) or schemes which di¡erentiate between lower,
middle, and upper class ^ result in reduced complex-
ity but they do not consider social heterogeneity
within these categories.Terms like ‘the working class’
or ‘the service class’are too simple.Therefore, we use
the occupational status scheme, which provides a
comparisonwith other studies.
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7. In addition to statistical distribution, there are also
theoretical reasons to choose the probit or logistic
regression (Urban, 1993: 108). As seen above, it is
possible to describe the process of educational choice
by theories of social action, rational choice, expected
utility, or utility optimization. Our stochastic deci-
sion and action model can be combined with the
logic and statistics of the probit or logit models
(Urban, 1993: 119).

8. The inverse of Mill’s ratio (IMR) is usually consid-
ered in multivariate analyses of income distribution.
It is included as an independent variable to control
for sample selection bias (Vella, 1998; Becker and
Sch˛mann, 1996; Angrist etal., 1996; Dubin and Riv-
ers, 1989). In our case we employ the Heckman
procedure to control the class-speci¢c selectivity of
the explanatory variables. From a theoretical point
of view, the IMR is a metric instrumental variable
to indicate the causal impact of class-speci¢c
resources, conditions, and constraints on subjective
expectations, assessments, rational choices, and life
chances of children. This is rational because it is
often impossible to observe the mechanisms directly
(Hedstr�m and Swedberg, 1996). We assume that
social selectivity of the de¢nition and evaluation of
the social situation have an impact on the resulting
educational choice (Becker, 1998). In this respect, by
applying the stepwise Heckman procedure the prob-
ability of educational choice is ‘weighted’ by the
social selectivity. From the methodological point of
view the following aspects are considered separately:
(1) the unobserved heterogeneity based on the inter-
relation between social class and social action; (2) the
social selectivity of resources, educational prefer-
ences, and educational performance among social
classes; (3) the social selectivity of the evaluation of
the costs and bene¢ts of continued education; and (4)
the problem of causal inference in the decision pro-
cess (see Manski, 1993).

9. While the increase in the amount of expected status
decline is signi¢cant and linear from point in time to
point in time, the impact of the expected probability
of the status decline for sub-optimal educational
choices on the parents’ decision in favour of one of
the school tracks ( psd) has declined from 1966
to 1970 and then increased again up to 1982.
Only the di¡erences between the 1960s and the
1980s are statistically signi¢cant. The standardized
e¡ect coe⁄cients indicate that the amount of status
decline is more in£uential than the expected like-
lihood of status decline.

10. In the course of institutional reforms the equaliza-
tion of the duration for obtaining the lower or

intermediate secondary school certi¢cate might lead
to the unintentional e¡ect that the signi¢cance of the
lower secondary school level (Hauptschule) has
declined dramatically. Because of the decline in the
cost of attending Haupt- or Realschule, an increasing
number of families in lower social classes have cho-
sen the intermediate secondary school level
(Realschule) (Mu« ller and Haun, 1994).

11. ConsiderTables A.2-1 toA.2-3 in the Appendix.The
real transitions at the end of the primary school spe-
ci¢c for each of the social classes con¢rm the
following conclusion by Leschinsky and Mayer
(1990). In the course of the educational expansion,
educational opportunities have improved but the
inequalities among the disadvantaged classes have
strengthened. In 1967 the likelihood of changing to
theGymnasiumwas eight times higher for the children
of managerial employees than for the children of
unskilled workers (see Table A.2-1). This likelihood
increased until the 1980s (1971: 14 times and 1983: 22
times).The same development of increasing inequal-
ity has occurred among the children of civil servants
and professionals to the disadvantage of the children
of unskilled workers (see Tables A.2-2 and A.2-3).
Therefore, the social heterogeneity of pupils in the
Gymnasium has decreased while it has increased
in the lower secondary school (Hauptschule). The
Hauptschule is attended mostly by the children of
the lower working class. They were excluded from
the bene¢ts of the educational expansion (Solga and
Wagner 2001). At the same time, the image of the
Hauptschule has worsened and this type of school has
been labelled as a‘ghetto school’which is attended by
the ‘losers’ of the educational expansion in West
Germany.

12. The social inequality of receiving a recommenda-
tion for the Gymnasium has decreased slightly (see
the Tables A.2-1, A.2-2, and A.2-3). Compared
with o¡spring in higher social classes, working-
class children are still disadvantaged in their
chances of receiving a recommendation for the
upper secondary school. For example, in the
1960s the likelihood of receiving a recommenda-
tion for the Gymnasium was 1.9 times higher for
the children of civil servants in higher career
tracks than for the children of unskilled workers.
Up to the 1980s the chances of these children of
civil servants receiving a recommendation for the
Gymnasium had increased to 4 times in contrast to
the disadvantaged children of unskilled workers.
In parallel to the transition processes there are ten-
dencies towards polarization between the lower
classes and the rest of the social classes. However,
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when the individuals’ school performances in
mathematics, grammar, and orthography are taken
into account, the primary e¡ects of social origin
dominate the potential social discrimination by
teachers.
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Table A.2^1. Social class and determinants ofthe transition to upperschool tracks in1967

Transition

Realschule

Transition

Gymnasium

Recommendation

Realschule

Recommendation

Gymnasium
. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

Constant 0.416** (0.159) 70.220 (0.184) 70.202* (0.085) 70.560*** (0.090)
Foreman 0.026 (0.213) 0.194 (0.243) 70.213{ (0.115) 0.126 (0.118)
Farmer with less land 70.394{ (0.217) 70.231 (0.249) 70.203{ (0.119) 70.057 (0.125)
Farmer with huge land 0.432 (0.708) 0.219 (0.837) 70.092 (0.363) 0.267 (0.364)
Unskilled employee 70.942* (0.384) 70.233 (0.388) 70.192 (0.203) 0.053 (0.208)
Skilled employee 0.250 (0.257) 0.736** (0.278) 0.043 (0.129) 0.331* (0.132)
Managerial employee 0.313 (0.362) 2.069*** (0.342) 70.546*** (0.148) 0.617*** (0.141)
Servant in lower civil service career 70.416 (0.369) 70.474 (0.448) 0.118 (0.206) 0.004 (0.217)
Servant in intermed. civil service or
skilled civil servant

0.593* (0.275) 1.001*** (0.297) 0.108 (0.131) 0.141 (0.136)

Civil servant with academic certi¢cate 70.010 (0.665) 2.704*** (0.552) 71.060*** (0.238) 0.647*** (0.188)
Small entrepreneur 70.139 (0.225) 0.276 (0.249) 70.087 (0.119) 0.037 (0.124)
Entrepreneur or director of large ¢rm 0.010 (0.927) 2.299*** (0.772) 70.866* (0.349) 0.740* (0.289)
Professional 70.128 (0.780) 1.954** (0.653) 70.949** (0.339) 0.242 (0.276)
Pensioner and other non-employed
person

70.128 (0.780) 2.340*** (0.638) 71.116*** (0.319) 0.715** (0.240)

Pseudo-R2 0.064 0.032 0.024
Chi2 233.57 69.88 53.13
Degrees of freedom 26 13 13
Number of cases 1685 1685 1685

Notes:The results are from a multinomial regression model and a probit regression; standard errors of the coe⁄cients are given in parentheses.
Unskilled workers is the reference category.
p40.05; ** p40.01; *** p40.001; {p40.1.
Source: ZA-Survey 893: Elternhaus und Bildungschancen (author’s calculations).
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Table A.2^2. Social class and determinants ofthe transition to upperschool tracks in1971

Transition

Realschule

Transition

Gymnasium

Recommendation of

primary school
. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

Constant 71.576*** (0.141) 71.250*** (0.123) 70.513*** (0.063)
Skilled worker 70.120 (0.200) 70.446* (0.189) 0.051 (0.089)
Foreman 0.659 (0.848) 0.333 (0.846) 0.653 (0.424)
Farmer 70.553 (0.494) 70.879{ (0.489) 70.356{ (0.209)
Unskilled employee 0.352 (0.528) 70.197 (0.569) 0.011 (0.265)
Skilled employee 1.738*** (0.359) 2.054*** (0.317) 0.396* (0.158)
Managerial employee 1.208** (0.456) 2.656*** (0.333) 0.463** (0.158)
Servant in lower civil service 0.595 (0.691) 1.116* (0.532) 0.513{ (0.302)
Servant in interm. civil service 0.787 (0.557) 1.491*** (0.421) 70.011 (0.249)
Skilled civil servant in upper civil service 0.417 (0.354)
Civil servant with acad. cert. 0.177 (0.300)
Skilled civil servant in upper civil service 0.882 (0.721) 2.593*** (0.475)
Entrepreneur 0.421 (0.298) 1.052*** (0.227) 0.275* (0.127)
Professional 70.615 (1.109) 1.627*** (0.493) 0.043 (0.252)
Pensioner and other non-employed person 0.177 (0.187) 70.212 (0.177) 0.156 (0.085)
Pseudo-R2 0.087 1.17
Chi2 295.80 27.85
Degrees of freedom 24 13
Number of cases 1840 1840

Notes:The results are from a multinomial regression model and a probit regression; standard errors of the coe⁄cients are given in parentheses.
Unskilled workers is the reference category.
p40.05; ** p40.01; *** p40.001; {p40.1.
Source: ZA-Survey 819: Chancenzuweisung durchAusbildung (author’s calculations)
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Table A.2^3. Social class and determinants ofthe transition to upperschool tracks in1983

Transition

Realschule

Transition

Gymnasium

Recommendation

Realschule

Recommendation

Gymnasium
. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

Constant 0.233 (0.274) 70.780* (0.364) 70.375* (0.159) 70.788*** (0.174)
Skilled worker 0.430 (0.314) 0.870* (0.403) 0.050 (0.178) 0.235 (0.193)
Foreman 0.357 (0.432) 1.031* (0.509) 0.240 (0.232) 0.113 (0.252)
Craftsman and Polish 0.659 (0.439) 1.291* (0.516) 0.189 (0.227) 0.342 (0.241)
Farmer 70.454 (0.376) 0.473 (0.449) 0.139 (0.210) 0.303 (0.224)
Unskilled employee 0.383 (0.451) 1.431** (0.509) 0.131 (0.2315) 0.498* (0.242)
Skilled employee 1.395*** (0.353) 3.036*** (0.423) 70.101 (0.173) 0.714*** (0.186)
Managerial employee 0.875* (0.376) 3.098*** (0.433) 70.351* (0.179) 0.815*** (0.190)
Servant in lower or intermediate civil
service

0.644{ (0.378) 1.879*** (0.443) 70.069 (0.195) 0.503* (0.206)

Skilled civil servant in upper civil
service

1.386** (0.524) 3.894*** (0.554) 70.450* (0.193) 1.203*** (0.200)

Civil servant with academic certi¢cate 0.693 (0.652) 4.222*** (0.625) 70.903*** (0.215) 1.2855*** (0.207)
Entrepreneur 70.056 (0.185) 0.626** (0.196)
Self employed and professional 70.764** (0.268) 1.392*** (0.251)
Entrepreneur, self-employed, and
professional

0.990** (0.366) 2.726*** (0.430)

Pensioner and other non-employed
person

0.604 (0.529) 1.399* (0.594) 0.093 (0.265) 0.113 (0.286)

Pseudo-R2 0.105 0.034 0.058
Chi2 397.18 82.51 158.09
Degrees of freedom 24 13 13
Number of cases 1964 1964 1964

Notes:The results are from a multinomial regression model and a probit regression; standard errors of the coe⁄cients are given in parentheses.
Unskilled workers is the reference category.


