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Equality of education is often seen as the fundament of the overall equality of opportunity in modern societies. However, no reliable
and comprehensive cross-national comparison of educational inequality hitherto exists. The aim of the present paper is to provide
a cross-national comparative outline of diverse dimensions of educational inequality in the OECD world. We estimate the effects
of three highly influential aspects of socioeconomic background on educational achievement in each OECD country in order to
create a ranking of educational inequality in 30 capitalist countries. The central finding is that we indeed cannot identify a single
cross-national ranking but three dimensions of education inequality: educational inequality based on economic, educational, and
migration background at home. Capitalist economies thus do not only differ with regard to the degree of inequality but, first and
foremost concerning the predominant patterns of inequality and the main distributive keys.

1. Introduction

Equality of educational opportunity is a widely accepted
indicator of social mobility in societies [1]. Although, equal-
ity of opportunity in education has been often discussed in
social science research over the last century, cross-nation-
ally comparative contributions remain rather scarce. This is
astonishing; especially against the background that educa-
tional equality is often seen as a prerequisite of societal cohe-
sion, economic performance, and democratic stability [2–4].
Therefore, the present paper provides a systematic compari-
son of the patterns of educational inequality in 30 capitalist
economies (OECD member states). Our core thesis is that
countries cannot be described as generally unequal with
regard to education but that we have to consider the concrete
patterns of inequality. In this regard, Kerckhoff et al. [5, page
283] state that “[i]t is not enough to say that two societies
are generally alike or different in their overall amounts of
mobility (total, structural, or circulation). We need to look
at the patterns of mobility.” Building on the theoretical

assumptions of Eyal et al. [6] that different societies follow
different logics of distribution, we expect that economic,
educational, and migration background at home are dif-
ferently important for educational stratification in different
countries. Thus, different societies follow different distribu-
tive keys.

For at least three reasons it is relevant to consider edu-
cational inequality from a macrocomparative perspective.
First, education is seen as an essential precondition or even
as a necessary condition for the functioning of democracy
[3, 7, 8]. According to modernization theory a high societal
level of education enforces democracy via the development
of a democratic culture [7, page 44]. Various studies find a
positive effect of higher education on the trust in political
institutions, the belief in democratic values and practices
and the willingness to participate in politics [3, 9]. Second,
education can be seen as a foundation of meritocracy in
modern knowledge societies. Meritocratic values discourage
a socially based allocation of public goods and favour one
based on individual capabilities and effort instead [10].
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Moreover, when social inequalities are formed during school
education, an allocation of goods by principles of effort and
capability is impeded in later curricular stages [11–13]. So-
cial inequality of education is thus a precondition of further
inequalities and an obstacle to social mobility [4, 14]. Third,
the wide-ranging education of a society has been a major
indicator of modernization processes [3]. A society’s invest-
ment in education is considered to be a prerequisite to future
economic and technical competitiveness as well as of socio-
economic development [15, page 3], [16, page 88]. According
to Blossfeld und Shavit [17] the transformation of the labour
market from the first to the second and finally to the third
sector causes economic demands for higher levels of educa-
tion. The demand for more equality of opportunity is thus
also a consequence of a demand for better skilled employees
(cp. [18, page 173]). The dependence of educational attain-
ment on social background, rather than on individual
capabilities, is judged as wasted human capital [2].

The previous arguments underline the political and eco-
nomic relevance of educational inequality and stress the
necessity of a macrocomparative perspective on the distinct
patterns of educational inequality (cp. [8, 19–26]). Cross-
nationally comparative analyses of educational inequality are
however solely conducted by Blossfeld and Shavit [17], Am-
mermüller [27], Barone [28], Pfeffer [29], Schütz et al. [30],
and Schlicht et al. [31]. All these studies are restricted to a
single dimension of educational inequality at a single point in
time. Though, a broad and reliable cross-national ranking of
educational inequality does not exist yet. Against this back-
ground the paper aims to enrich a traditional sociological
research topic by a macrocomparative perspective to gain
a comprehensive image of the degrees and dimensions of
educational inequality in modern capitalist economies.

The paper is structured as follows. In the next section,
we elaborate on the concept of educational inequality and
on our central thesis. The third section addresses our metho-
dological procedure. Subsequently, we display our results and
thereby provide a map of diverse dimensions of educational
inequality in modern capitalist nations. The paper concludes
with a discussion and an outlook on future research.

2. Macrosocietal Logics of
Educational Stratification

Educational inequality is usually defined as the dependence
of individuals’ educational achievement on their social back-
ground [32, page 3]. Educational sociology mainly focuses
on the relationship between parental socioeconomic status
and children’s achievement of capabilities or their achieve-
ment of specific educational certificates [29, page 543]. How-
ever, parental socio-economic status is composed of a var-
iety of different aspects summarized by Bourdieu’s [33]
capital forms. The relative importance of these background
aspects for educational mobility is hitherto unexplored. In
the following we focus on three highly influential aspects
of parental socioeconomic background: parental economic,
educational, and migration status. A large body of social
science literature has established these aspects of socio-
economic background as robust and highly influential
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Figure 1: Dimensions of educational inequality.

determinants of children’s educational achievement [34–36].
Therefore, it is necessary to consider their distinct impact on
educational achievement separately (cp. [37]). Thereby we
can provide a broad image of the different dimensions of
educational inequality and a comprehensive picture of how
different aspects of social background determine educational
achievement (cp. Figure 1). Our main thesis builds on Eyal
et al.’s [6] statement that the relevance of these resources at
home for social reproduction varies between societies: dif-
ferent countries follow different distributive keys.

First, according to Ehmke and Siegle [38, page 523] par-
ental economic status—like income, occupational status of
the parents, or household possessions—can create an envi-
ronment, which is supportive for educational achievements.
Parents with a high amount of economic resources are inter-
ested in preserving this status for their children and therefore
support them in reaching high levels of education [17, 34,
39–47]. The financial background of a family moreover rep-
resents one of Bourdieu’s [33, page 185] three capital forms
that are central for the definition of socio-economic status:
economic capital.

Second, children from families with high levels of par-
ental educational status develop cultural competences and
values that are highly beneficial for their own educational
career [43, 47]. Educational resources at home are often
measured by school certificates or a university degree of the
parents [33, page 186 ff.]. A variety of studies illuminated the
relevance of parental educational status for children’s educa-
tional achievements [17, 28, 35, 44, 48]. Parental educational
status moreover is one aspect of Bourdieu’s [33, page 186]
broader concept of cultural capital.

Third, a further aspect of children’s socio-economic
background that is often shown as highly important for
their educational achievement is the migration status of the
family. In Western societies with high shares of international
migration this aspect becomes more and more important for
equality of opportunity [49]. A variety of studies show for
instance a negative impact of a migration status on educa-
tional achievement [36, 50, 51]. Nevertheless, the causal link
between migration background and societal success (e.g.,
educational achievement) is still unsettled. It is disputable
whether migration background is just one aspect of lacking
cultural knowledge (cultural capital). Schlicht-Schmälzle
and Möller [52] however show that the negative impact of
migration background on educational achievement remains
stable even when controlling for parental educational status
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as an aspect of cultural capital. This indicates that migration
status is independent from economic and educational back-
ground. It may thus be an indicator for lacking social capital.
Social capital is defined by Coleman [53, page 300] as “the set
of resources that inhere in family relations and in community
social organization and that are useful for cognitive or social
development of a child or young person. These resources
differ for different persons and can constitute an important
advantage for children and adolescents in the development of
their human capital.” The positive impact of social capital on
educational achievement is confirmed by several empirical
studies [37, 54, 55]. Similarly various studies found evidence
for the thesis, that immigrants have lower levels of social
capital [56–58]. Reyneri and Fullin [59, page 35] explicitly
state: “The fact that highly educated second generation
immigrants still suffer serious labour market disadvantages
has been ascribed just to their lack of host country-specific
social capital.” This means that the failing educational success
of migrants has to be referred to lacking social capital when
parental economic and educational status is controlled for.
In families with migration background the integration in
social networks and community social organizations is often
lacking and this may explain inequalities of opportunities
between migrants and natives. As a matter of course the
broad concept of social capital cannot be covered by indi-
viduals’ migration status. The literature on children’s social
capital discusses various aspects of within and without family
social capital (cp. [55]) but there is no distinct concept of
social capital in childhood. Moreover, PISA studies strongly
neglect the measure of individuals’ social capital at home.
However, migration background has been shown as an indi-
cator of socioeconomic background, which is important for
children’s educational success. Therefore, we examine its
impact as an indicator of ethnic resources at home (which
can be seen as an indicator of social capital when cultural
competences are controlled for).

To sum up, an impressive stock of sociological and edu-
cational research shows that economic, educational, and
migration background of the family have an impact on indi-
viduals’ educational achievements. The goal of this present
paper is to describe and compare educational inequality
cross-nationally: how do these three central aspects of socio-
economic background affect educational achievement in
industrialised capitalist countries? We expect different and
rather independent dimensions of educational inequality
depending on the distinct aspects of family background (par-
ental economic, educational, and migration status) whose
relevance for educational achievement may vary between
countries (cp. [5], page 283). According to Eyal et al.’s [6]
thesis of the “logics of distributions,” societies have certain
distributive keys that are responsible for the allocation of
collective goods. Eastern European countries are despite their
low economic standards often characterized by high levels
of societal education: “Since state socialism constrained the
development of a class of private proprietors (economic cap-
ital) in Central Europe, it is cultural bourgeoisie which has
assumed the historic mission of creating bourgeois society
and a capitalist economic order” [6, page 9]. Educational
background thus acts as a main distributive key in those

countries [31]. We build on these arguments and suppose
that the importance of different background dimensions
for the achievement of education differs between capitalist
societies. In other words, we assume that the predominant
logic of (educational) stratification varies between countries
[60, page 665]. Accordingly, the country rankings should
differ with regard to the patterns of educational inequality.

3. Methods, Data, and Measuring

3.1. Methods. The main question of this study is how the
OECD nations differ with regard to the degree and patterns
of educational inequality. The following models (1)–(4)
intend to illustrate the derivation of our final regression
models (Final Model (1)–(3)). In order to identify the na-
tional degrees of social inequality in education, we run
country-specific OLS regressions illuminating the effect of
individual (i) social background variables on individual edu-
cational performance (P) in a specific OECD country ( j). We
decided to estimate separate, country-specific OLS regres-
sions instead of a multilevel model for reasons of efficiency.
If the number of observations on the first stage (ca. 200,000
pupils per PISA wave) is much higher than the number of
observations on the second stage (30 countries), a “separate-
subsample” model is more efficient than a “pooled-sample”
model [61]. Since we do not test any explaining macrovari-
ables in this paper, we only estimate the first stage of such
a two-stage “separate-subsample” model. As we aim for a
broad and comprehensive overview of diverse types of edu-
cational inequality we focus on various indicators of social
background. We estimate the effects of individuals’ economic
(e), educational (c), and migration (m) background variables
on their educational achievement, each effect controlled by
the others in the same model and by individuals’ gender (g):

Pi j = αj + βe j · xei j + βc j · xci j + βmj · xmi j + βg j · xgi j + ε.
(1)

The regression coefficients of the social background var-
iables (βe,βc, and βm ) show the degree of educational ine-
quality. The stronger the effect of a certain social background
variable, the higher is the degree of educational inequality
based on this distributive key.

To assure the country-specific effects of the singleback-
ground variables on educational achievement, we estimate
the effects on three measures of educational achievement
(mathematics (M), reading (R), and science (S)). Thus we
run three models for each country elucidating the effect of
social background indicators on diverse measures of edu-
cational achievement:

PMi j = αM j + βMe j · xei j + βMc j · xci j
+ βMmj · xmi j + βMg j · xgi j + ε,

(2)

PRi j = αR j + βRe j · xe i j + βRc j · xci j
+ βRmj · xm i j + βRg j · xgi j + ε,

(3)

PSi j = αS j + βSe j · xei j + βSc j · xci j
+ βSmj · xmi j + βSg j · xgi j + ε.

(4)
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Furthermore we calculate all models for three points in
time (2003, 2006, and 2009) in order to check if the dimen-
sions are stable over time. As an example, we display the final
models for individuals’ mathematic achievement in a specific
country.

Final Model 1:

PM2003i j = αM2003 j + βM2003e j · xei j + βM2003c j · xci j
+ βM2003mj · xmi j + βM2003g j · xgi j + ε.

(5)

Final Model 2:

PM2006i j = αM2006 j + βM2006e j · xei j + βM2006c j · xci j
+ βM2006mj · xmi j + βM2006g j · xgi j + ε.

(6)

Final Model 3:

PM2009i j = αM2009 j + βM2009e j · xei j + βM2009c j · xci j
+ βM2009mj · xmi j + βM2009g j · xgi j + ε.

(7)

In sum, we estimate nine OLS regression models per
country: the effects of social background indicators on three
measures of educational achievement in three points in time.
Each model finally reveals three indicators of social inequality
in education per country. Since we reestimate each model
for three measures of educational achievement and for three
points in time we finally gain 27 indicators of educational
inequality for each country. These indicators provide a com-
prehensive outline of the country rankings regarding the
degrees of educational inequality. However, can this picture
be reduced to a more efficient description of educational ine-
quality? By performing an exploratory factor analysis we
investigate to how many and to which dimensions the 27
indicators of educational inequality can be reduced. This ap-
proach clarifies if we have to distinguish between different
dimensions of educational inequality which are stable over
diverse measures of educational achievement and time.

3.2. Data and Measuring. In order to conduct a systematic
cross-national comparison of the degrees of educational
inequality in the OECD countries, we use the PISA data 2003,
2006, and 2009. (The abbreviation “PISA” stands for “Pro-
gram for International Student Assessment,” a program that
is enforced by the Organisation for Economic Cooperation
and Development (OECD). PISA data is also available for
2000. However, the survey of 2000 is composed by quite dif-
ferent variables what makes it difficult to compare the ef-
fects of social background variables between 2000 and 2003/
2006/2009.) Why do we limit our analysis to industrialised
countries? We are interested in how countries with high
socioeconomic preconditions, depending on the principles
of meritocracy and the market economy differ with regard
to their inequality structures. The PISA data contain infor-
mation about the social background and the educational

achievement of more than 200,000 pupils at the age of 15
years.

In accordance with Jacobs [62], we focus on inequality
in the education process. Thereby, individuals’ educational
performance is measured by their achievement of capabilities
in three subjects: reading, mathematics, and science. The
PISA data provide five plausible values (PVs) on each of these
school subjects. Following Levels et al. [63, page 841] we
apply the mean of the five plausible values to measure indi-
viduals’ educational achievement in a particular subject.
(The authors will provide the number of participants and the
gender distribution as well as the mean scores of the plausible
values for all countries on demand.)

There are various variables that can be applied to meas-
ure the three family resources (economic, educational, and
migration backgrounds). For several reasons, we however
only focus on a single measure for each background dim-
ension. First, different measures for one and the same dim-
ension are often strongly correlated what impedes the inclu-
sion of all these variables in the same regression model. Sec-
ond, PISA indeed provides a variety of items that can be
considered as measures for different background dimen-
sions. However, it does by far not cover all possible aspects
of socio-economic background. Since we are not interested
in a comprehensive concept specification of socio-economic
background, we stick to single but tested and robust
measures of children’s economic, educational, and migration
background.

First, the parental economic status of a child is measured
by an index called household possessions that includes items
like the presence of a study desk or access to the internet at
home [63, page 843]. The higher the score of home posses-
sion, the higher we evaluate the parental economic status.

Second, parental educational status of a child is measured
by the educational achievement of the parents. We use the
“Highest Parental International Standard Classification of
Education” which ranges from 0 (preprimary level of edu-
cation) to 6 (second stage of tertiary education) [64, page 9].
According to Bourdieu [33], this factor describes the aspect
of institutionalised cultural capital. Further aspects of cul-
tural capital as the embodied cultural capital are barely
included in PISA. There are indeed items in PISA that could
measure objectified cultural capital (e.g., number of books
at home). They are however highly correlated with our
measure of economic capital. Moreover, the definition of
what objectified cultural capital is is highly subjective and
varies over time. Therefore, we stick to the often tested and
robust measure of institutionalised cultural capital that
should also cover objectified and embodied aspects of cul-
tural capital.

Third, the migration background of the family is measured
by a dummy variable “migration status.” The indicator dis-
tinguishes between immigrants of the first and second gen-
eration (=0) and any other children, which are considered to
be native (=1).

Furthermore, we include individuals’ gender as a control
variable using the boys’ category as the reference group.

To avoid problems of multicollinearity in our regression
models we calculate Pearson’s r for all our independent
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Table 1: Effects of families’ economic, educational, and migration status on individuals’ educational achievement in Germany.

PISA 2003 PISA 2006 PISA 2009

Science Reading Mathematics Science Reading Mathematics Science Reading Mathematics

Home possessions
32.85∗∗∗

(1.65)
31.81∗∗∗

1.58)
30.31∗∗∗

(1.62)
19.84∗∗∗

(1.55)
23.32∗∗∗

(1.69)
23.37∗∗∗

(1.52)
26.61∗∗∗

(1.78)
24.00∗∗∗

(1.68)
24.74∗∗∗

(1.76)
Highest parental
educational status

13.87∗∗∗

(0.92)
10.74∗∗∗

(0.87)
11.20∗∗∗

(0.90)
14.91∗∗∗

(0.86)
15.07∗∗∗

(0.95)
13.42∗∗∗

(0.85)
9.20∗∗∗

(0.94)
9.30∗∗∗

(0.89)
7.87∗∗∗

(0.93)

Native
57.05∗∗∗

(3.96)
55.05∗∗∗

(3.77)
44.90∗∗∗

(3.87)
65.20∗∗∗

(3.77)
55.52∗∗∗

(4.13)
49.83∗∗∗

(3.71)
53.89∗∗∗

(3.76)
40.31∗∗∗

(2.54)
46.02∗∗∗

(3.71)

Female pupils
−12.00∗∗∗

(2.56)
35.96∗∗∗

(2.44)
−14.53∗∗∗

(2.51)
−4.48†

(2.54)
44.71∗∗∗

(2.78)
−17.33∗∗∗

(2.50)
−10.35∗∗∗

(2.59)
29.30∗∗∗

(2.44)
−16.67∗∗∗

(2.56)

Constant
403.5∗∗∗

(4.39)
383.5∗∗∗

(4.19)
426.4∗∗∗

(4.30)
398.4∗∗∗

(5.01)
362.1∗∗∗

(5.49)
411.7∗∗∗

(4.94)
405.31∗∗∗

(5.14)
393.86∗∗∗

(4.85)
425.87∗∗∗

(5.09)

adj. R2 0.29 0.29 0.24 0.21 0.21 0.20 0.20 0.23 0.22

N 4,038 4,038 4,038 4,452 4,452 4,452 4,233 4,233 4,233

Note: significant effects: † < 0.1, ∗P < .05, ∗∗P < .01, ∗∗∗P < .001; standard errors in brackets.

variables. None of the independent variables correlate higher
than r = 0.42 (economic and educational status in PISA
2003).

4. Results

As described above, we run country-specific multiple regres-
sions in order to identify the influence of families’ economic,
educational and migration background on the individuals’
educational achievement. For each country we estimate the
effects on the achievement in three school subjects in three
different points in time (nine models per country). Table 1
displays the nine models exemplarily for Germany. It in-
cludes the effect of each of the three social background var-
iables on three educational achievement variables in three
points in time. More precisely, it contains 27 indicators
of educational inequality. All independent variables show a
significant impact on the diverse measures of educational
achievement. The home possessions (parental economic sta-
tus) and parental level of education (parental educational
status) positively affect the educational achievement. Natives
perform better in all subjects. As expected, male pupils are
significantly better in mathematics and science, while female
pupils do better in reading. Unsurprisingly, all aspects of
social background significantly influence individuals’ edu-
cational achievement in the Germany over all three PISA
waves. We conducted this analysis for all OECD countries.
(The results for all 30 OECD countries are available from the
authors on demand.)

4.1. Multidimensional Logics of Educational Stratification in
the Industrialised World. In order to test our central thesis
of distinct dimensions of educational inequality, we perform
an exploratory factor analysis. We use the 27 regression coef-
ficients we received per country (cp. Table 1 for Germany)
as indicators of educational inequality and analyse, how they
relate to each other. The exploratory factor analysis confirms
the central thesis of this study. While educational inequality
is stable over time and over different measurements of educa-
tional achievement, the indicators of educational inequality

based on the three social background variables are barely
associated. The factor analysis revealed six factors with an
eigenvalue of >1. We assigned the variables in each case to
that factor on which it provides the highest factor loading
(see Table 2). Even though, variables of the same background
dimension are partly assigned to different factors, variables of
different social background dimensions are never assigned to
the same factor. A first dimension (factor 1) accumulates all
effects of parental educational status on different educational
outcomes in different PISA waves. All nine effects are accu-
mulated in the same factor (all factor loadings >0.75).

A second dimension (factor 2) covers all effects of par-
ental economic status on diverse measures of educational
achievement in the PISA waves. The nine effects provide fac-
tor loadings of >0.5 on this factor. Two effects (economic
status on mathematic achievement and reading achieve-
ment in PISA 2003) show an even higher factor loading
on another factor (factor 6). However, their second highest
factor loading is also on factor 2. This indicates that all the
nine effects of economic status are strongly associated.

A third dimension describing the effects of the migration
status of the family on diverse measures of educational
achievement is much more complex. Even though none of
the effects of migration status is assigned to a factor des-
cribing one of the other background dimensions, the nine co-
efficients cannot be assigned to one single factor (see Table 2).
The assignment of the effect of migration background to a
factor varies depending on the educational outcome (mathe-
matics, science, and reading achievement) and depending on
the PISA wave (2003, 2006, and 2009). These results indicate
that the effect of migration background is indeed indepen-
dent from other inequalities in education. However, it also
shows that we cannot find a distinct factor of inequality based
on migration background that is robust over time and over
different educational outcomes. The revealed factors vary
between mathematic and science achievement on the one
hand and reading achievement on the other hand and alter
over time. The ambiguous allocation of inequality measures
based on the migrations process may be referred to the com-
paratively new phenomenon of far-reaching migration in
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Table 2: Factor-analysis dimensions of educational inequality.

27 Variables (educational inequality)
Dimension

educational status
Dimension economic status Dimension migration status

Socioeconomic
background variable

Outcome PISA wave Factor 1 Factor 2 Factor 6 Factor 3 Factor 4 Factor 5

Parental
educational
status

Mathematics 2003 0.94 0.11 −0.11 −0.13 −0.01 −0.13
Readings 2003 0.91 0.10 −0.09 −0.18 −0.02 −0.03
Science 2003 0.92 0.14 −0.11 −0.28 0.04 −0.03

Mathematics 2006 0.94 −0.12 0.12 −0.18 −0.11 −0.03
Readings 2006 0.90 −0.09 0.12 −0.21 −0.18 0.06
Science 2006 0.91 −0.07 0.11 −0.25 −0.16 0.01

Mathematics 2009 0.84 −0.02 0.00 −0.16 −0.04 0.00
Readings 2009 0.81 0.05 0.01 −0.12 −0.17 0.10
Science 2009 0.77 0.13 −0.01 −0.15 −0.12 0.07

Parental
economic status

Mathematics 2003 −0.02 0.51 0.83 −0.06 0.02 −0.09
Readings 2003 0.04 0.59 0.74 −0.11 −0.11 0.01
Science 2003 −0.07 0.68 0.49 −0.02 −0.14 −0.01

Mathematics 2006 −0.07 0.86 0.10 0.08 0.21 −0.19
Readings 2006 −0.04 0.87 0.07 −0.13 0.02 −0.10
Science 2006 −0.07 0.93 0.03 0.03 −0.03 −0.15

Mathematics 2009 0.17 0.89 0.20 −0.01 −0.09 −0.10
Readings 2009 0.06 0.90 0.16 −0.07 −0.13 −0.09
Science 2009 0.13 0.90 0.16 0.03 −0.18 0.02

Migration status
of the family

Mathematics 2003 −0.19 −0.04 0.11 0.35 0.87 0.03
Readings 2003 −0.28 −0.07 −0.05 0.71 0.61 0.05
Science 2003 −0.13 −0.03 −0.07 0.28 0.89 −0.12

Mathematics 2006 −0.03 −0.16 −0.04 0.00 0.08 0.98
Readings 2006 −0.01 −0.13 −0.10 0.14 0.94 −0.05
Science 2006 −0.01 −0.16 −0.02 −0.03 −0.18 0.96

Mathematics 2009 −0.32 0.07 −0.05 0.90 0.23 −0.04
Readings 2009 −0.40 −0.11 −0.07 0.86 0.27 −0.03
Science 2009 −0.31 −0.01 −0.01 0.92 0.19 0.00

Note: Results of Varimax rotation. Principle component analysis.

industrialised countries and the still on-going societal trans-
formation processes related to international migration. Soci-
etal structures based on economic and educational resources
at home are historically established and therefore rather
stable. By contrast, new societal phenomena as migration are
unsettled and change over time.

To sum it up, we can identify three independent dim-
ensions of educational inequality: educational inequality
based on (1) economic, (2) educational, and (3) migration
background. This confirms that capitalist societies differ con-
cerning the logic of stratification. While some countries rank
high on the impact of parental economic status on educa-
tional achievement, others rank high on educational ine-
quality based on parental educational status or migration
background. The distribution of education depends on dif-
ferent distributive keys: parental economic, educational, or
migration status. Since the impacts of the same background
dimension—at least in the case of parental economic and
educational status—on different measures of educational
achievement in three different points in time are strongly
associated and are accumulated in one dimension by the fac-
tor analysis, we can assume reliable and robust measures

of at least two dimensions of educational inequality. They
represent different dimensions of educational inequality;
each dimension stands for one aspect of the socioeconomic
background included in the models.

4.2. Patterns of Educational Inequality in 30 Industrialised
Countries. Since the main focus of the paper is on the cross-
national differences of educational inequality, Figures 2 to
4 display the country rankings of the three dimensions of
educational inequality. Due to the strong reliability of the
three inequality dimensions we only present the rankings for
the effects of the three social background variables on one
measure of educational achievement (mathematics) in one
point in time (2006). As the results of the factor analysis
suggest, the rankings of the effects in 2003 and 2009 on
mathematic achievement and the effects in 2003, 2006 and
2009 on reading and science achievement are very similar.
Again, the rankings illustrate the independence of the three
dimensions of educational inequality. Furthermore, the
figures show that on all dimensions the degrees of educa-
tional inequality differ significantly between the 30 OECD
countries. Despite the shared socio-economic and political
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Figure 2: Effect of parental economic status on individuals’ mathematics achievement and 95% confidence intervals in 30 OECD countries
in 2006 (=educational inequality based on parental economic status).

development of the OECD countries we can observe highly
varying inequality structures with regard to both, the degrees
and the patterns of inequality.

Figure 2 displays the degrees of educational inequality
based on parental economic status in all OECD nation states.
First of all the ranking shows that economic background
affects educational achievement in all countries (except Ice-
land), even while controlling for educational and migration
background as well as gender. However, the degrees of
educational inequality based on parental economic status
strongly vary between the countries. The impact of economic
background on individuals’ educational achievement is high-
est in France. By contrast, the degree of economic ine-
quality in education is by far lowest in Iceland followed by
Norway and Hungary. In those countries economic-social
background plays a minor role for school success compared
to the rest of the OECD world. Surprisingly, very rich coun-
tries as Japan and Norway provide pretty low degrees of
educational inequality depending on parental economic
status. According to Eyal et al. [6], countries with a rather
strong general stock of economic capital should rank high
on inequality depending on economic status since this aspect
of social background acts as the predominant distributive
key. The ranking in Figure 2 however does not substantiate
this.

Figure 3 shows the country ranking on the degrees of
educational inequality based on parental educational status.
Again, parental educational status in all countries shows
a positive effect on educational achievement, even though
in different degrees. The degree of educational inequality
based on educational background is highest in Hungary,
Slovakia, Czech Republic, and Poland. All eastern European
countries in our sample are accumulated in the top flight of
educational inequality based on parental educational status.
Thus, parental educational status seems to be systematically
more important for educational achievement in the post-
communist world than in Western industrialised countries.
This result highly confirms the thesis of Eyal et al. [6]
that cultural capital plays a decisive role in post-communist

societies, while it is only moderately important in capitalist
societies. Moreover it corresponds to the findings of Schlicht
et al. [31]. The traditional capitalist societies all rank on a
moderate or low level of inequality based on parental educa-
tional status.

Finally, Figure 4 presents the degrees of educational ine-
quality based on migration background at home. The migra-
tion background does not in all countries significantly affect
the achievement of capabilities when controlling for eco-
nomic and educational background and gender. In Turkey,
Hungary, New Zealand, Canada, and USA, there is no signi-
ficant effect of migration background. Some effects in this
ranking must be considered with caution: Only 0.02% of
the Korean pupils (1 student) in the sample are immigrants.
Therefore the estimation is quite unreliable, as the wide con-
fidence interval indicates. The same goes for the figures of
Poland, Slovakia, and Japan. The lowest degree of inequality
based on migration background can be found in Canada,
USA, and Great Britain. In these countries, existing negative
effects of migration status depend on educational knowledge
(what is controlled for by parental educational status) (cp.
[52]). The highest effect of being native exists in Finland
and Mexico. In those countries migration background has a
very low or even negative effect on educational achievement
when controlling for parental economic and educational
status and gender. This indicates that migration status in
these countries is an indicator for lacking social integration
(social capital) (cp. [56–59]). Remarkably, the traditional
immigration countries show the lowest degrees of inequality
based on migration background. This suggests that the tradi-
tional immigration countries have a head start in integrating
foreigners in their education system.

5. Conclusion

The central aim of this paper was to provide a cross-
national comparative and comprehensive map of educational
inequality. Our core thesis was that national societies differ
with regard to their logics of educational stratification. This
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Figure 3: Effect of parental educational status on individuals’ mathematics achievement and 95% confidence intervals in 30 OECD countries
in 2006 (=educational inequality based on parental educational status).
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Figure 4: Effect of migration status of the family on individuals’ mathematics achievement and 95% confidence intervals in 30 OECD
countries in 2006 (=educational inequality based on migration status of the family).

thesis is supported by our findings: The country rankings on
educational inequality highly differ with regard to the dimen-
sion of educational inequality, which is inequality based on
parental economic, educational, or migration status. Thus
countries cannot be characterized as generally equal or
unequal. All societies are characterized by different patterns
of inequality. Therefore, we can conclude in line with Eyal
et al. [6] that different societies follow different logics of
educational distribution and have different distributive keys.
While in some countries, economic resources act as the
main distributive keys, in others education or migration
background is more important for mobility.

In the previous analyses we focused on highly relevant
and often tested indicators of socioeconomic background
which can also be seen as aspects of the three capital forms
established by Bourdieu [33]: economic, cultural, and social
capital. Bourdieu [33] himself argues that the capital forms
are alternative sources of power and privilege. They are
relatively independent from each other in shaping the system
of social stratification. Our results therefore provide empir-
ical evidence to one of Bourdieu’s main theses. It is how-
ever unquestionable that our measures of socio-economic
status only partly represent the three capital forms. Some of

the capital forms are rather fuzzy and broad concepts, which
include various different aspects of social background that
are partly interrelated (and though cannot be simultaneously
included in a regression analyses) or that are not included in
the PISA data sets. Especially, the concept of social capital
is not at all covered by variables in the PISA data. Indeed,
the migration status of the family is often—not only in this
study—shown as a highly influential social background fac-
tor on children’s educational achievement. However, it is still
unclear whether migration background is an indicator of
lacking cultural or social capital, or both. Further cross-
nationally comparative research should be encouraged to
widen the scope of our results by examining further indi-
cators of Bourdieu’s [33] capital forms. Especially, the rather
diffuse concept of children’s social capital at home has to
be regarded more intensely from a comparative perspective.
Nevertheless the analyses in this paper clearly show that
different dimensions of the social background are of varying
importance for educational achievement in different coun-
tries.

Most importantly, our results raise the question of the
reasons of different logics of educational distribution in dif-
ferent societies. This paper, however, explicitly focuses on
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an explorative analysis of diverse logics of educational dis-
tribution. We therefore leave the analysis of macrosocietal
causes of diverse patterns of educational inequality to future
research. Theories explaining inequality structures in differ-
ent societies are rather scarce. Eyal et al.’s [6] classification of
the differing importance of the capital forms in postcommu-
nist and traditional capitalist societies has to be highlighted
as an exception, but it can only partly be supported by our
findings. Schlicht-Schmälzle and Möller [52] show that edu-
cational inequality based on migration background is highly
influenced by the patterns of democratic institutions. Ac-
cording to these results majoritarian democracies show
weaker inequalities between migrants and natives than con-
sensus democracies (cp. [49]). The complexity of educational
inequality elucidated by our study shows that we need a more
comprehensive theory on how different societal logics of
educational redistribution evolve. It is not sufficient anymore
to theorize why countries are more equal or unequal with
regard to education and mobility, but it has to be explained
why countries provide different patterns of educational
inequality and different distributive keys. Therefore future
research has to focus on the macrosocietal explanation of
diverse dimensions of educational inequality. The awareness
of different rather independent dimensions of educational
inequality also leads to the question of their relevance for
societies. Future research on the effects of educational ine-
qualities should elaborate on how diverse dimensions of edu-
cational inequality differ with regard to their societal risks
and consequences.

In conclusion the results of this paper, which reveal three
independent dimensions of educational inequality and their
relevance for educational stratification in 30 industrialised
countries, constitute a starting point for future research. It
should concentrate on the reasons and consequences of the
presented logics of educational stratification in the industri-
alised world.

Country Abbreviations

AUS: Australia
AUT: Austria
BEL: Belgium
CAN: Canada
CHE: Switzerland
CZE: Czech Republic
DEU: Germany
DNK: Denmark
ESP: Spain
FIN: Finland
FRA: France
GBR: Great Britain
GRC: Greece
HUN: Hungary
IRL: Ireland
ISL: Iceland
ITA: Italia
JPN: Japan
KOR: Korea
LUX: Luxembourg

MEX: Mexico
NLD: Netherlands
NOR: Norway
NZL: New Zealand
POL: Poland
PRT: Portugal
SVK: Slovakia
SWE: Sweden
TUR: Turkey
USA: United States of America.

Acknowledgments

A first draft of the paper was presented at the Annual Con-
ference of the Swiss Political Science Association 2010 and at
the Annual Conference of the British Sociological Associ-
ation 2011. The authors thank all participants in the dis-
cussions for their contributions and helpful remarks. More-
over the authors thank Markus Freitag (University of Bern)
and Kerstin Martens (University of Bremen) for providing an
encouraging environment for the work on this paper.

References

[1] D. B. Grusky and R. M. Hauser, “Comparative social-mo-
bility revisited—models of convergence and divergence in 16
countries,” American Sociological Review, vol. 49, no. 1, pp. 19–
38, 1984.

[2] J. Handl, “Mehr Chancengleichheit im Bildungssyste,” Kölner
Zeitschrift für Soziologie und Sozialpsychologie, vol. 37, no. 4,
pp. 698–722, 1985.

[3] S. M. Lipset, “Some social requisites of democracy—eco-
nomic-development and political legitimacy,” American Polit-
ical Science Review, vol. 53, no. 1, pp. 69–105, 1959.

[4] W. Müller and R. Pollak, “Social mobility in West Germany:
the long arms of history discovered?” in Social Mobility in
Europe, R. Breen, Ed., pp. 77–113, Oxford University Press,
Oxford, UK, 2004.

[5] A. C. Kerckhoff, R. T. Campbell, and I. Winfield-Laird, “Social
mobility in great Britain and the United States,” The American
Journal of Sociology, vol. 91, no. 2, pp. 281–308, 1985.

[6] G. Eyal, I. Szelényi, and E. Townsley, Making Capitalism with-
out Capitalists. The New Ruling Elites in Eastern Europe, Verso,
London, UK, 1998.

[7] D. Acemoglu, S. Johnson, J. A. Robinson, and P. Yared, “From
education to democracy?” American Economic Review, vol. 95,
no. 2, pp. 44–49, 2005.

[8] J. S. Coleman, Equality of Educational Opportunity, U.S.
Government Printing Office, Washington, DC, USA, 1966.

[9] G. A. Almond and S. Verba, The Civic Culture. Political Attit-
udes and Democracy in Five Nations, Princeton University
Press, Princeton, NJ, USA, 1965.

[10] H. Solga, “Meritokratie—die moderne Legitimation ungle-
icher Bildungschancen,” in Institutionalisierte Ungleichheiten?
Stabilität und Wandel von Bildungschancen, P. A. Berger and
H. Kahlert, Eds., pp. 19–38, Juventa, Weinheim und München,
Germany, 2005.

[11] M. Carnoy and H. M. Levin, Schooling and Work in the Demo-
cratic State, Stanford University, Stanford, Calif, USA, 1985.

[12] W. H. Sewell, “Inequality of opportunity for higher educa-
tion,” American Sociological Review, vol. 36, no. 5, pp. 793–809,
1971.



10 ISRN Education

[13] S. van Zandt Winn, “Social class and income returns to edu-
ctaion in Sweden: a research note,” Social Forces, vol. 62, no. 4,
pp. 1026–1034, 1984.

[14] J. Allmendinger and S. Leibfried, “Education and the welfare
state: the four worlds of competence production,” Journal of
European Social Policy, vol. 13, no. 1, pp. 63–81, 2003.
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