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School tracking and its role in social reproduction: 
reinforcing educational inheritance and the direct 
effects of social origin1 

Malte Reichelt , Matthias Collischon and Andreas Eberl

Abstract

The degree of social reproduction varies considerably between industrialized 
countries, raising the question of which institutional regulations promote or 
restrict this process. Education is considered the main mediator of social repro-
duction. Because school tracking – the sorting of children according to ability 
and interest at different ages – is known to affect educational attainment and the 
degree of tracking varies strongly across countries, it may thus account for differ-
ences in social reproduction. However, empirical studies are scarce, and the total 
impact of tracking on social reproduction remains ambiguous. Using the 
European Social Survey (ESS) 2012 and 2014 from 24 countries, we demonstrate 
that school tracking is strongly associated with higher degrees of social reproduc-
tion. Decomposing the process of social reproduction into educational inherit-
ance, educational returns and direct effects of social origin, we find that although 
all channels contribute to social reproduction, the impact of tracking seems to be 
exerted through educational inheritance and to a similar degree through direct 
effects of social origin, whereas educational returns do not seem to be affected. 
Even net of educational attainment, social origin thus has a stronger effect on 
social status in tracked systems. We ascribe this effect to differences in qualita-
tive choices within educational tracks, such as fields of study.

Keywords: Social reproduction; school tracking; direct effects of social origin; edu-
cational inheritance; ESS; Europe

Introduction

Educational attainment, social status, income and prestige are consistently dis-
tributed unequally across many countries (Breen and Jonsson 2005; Shavit and 
Blossfeld 1993). Thus, social stratification is considered an inherent feature of 
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modern societies. Nevertheless, social stratification can become problematic, 
especially when opportunities for intergenerational status mobility are scarce: 
people are less likely to accept inequality if their belief in future mobility is 
lower (e.g., Osberg and Smeeding 2006). Moreover, individual potential is 
not fully exploited if status relies heavily on parental background and less on 
ability. Although research has found that parental education and status have 
substantive effects on the next generation’s status (e.g., Breen 2004; Dubow, 
Boxer and Huesmann, 2009; Hout 1988), the degree of such social reproduc-
tion varies substantially among countries (Breen and Jonsson 2005; Erikson 
and Goldthorpe 1992). These differences raise the question of which institu-
tional regulations promote or restrict social reproduction and what the reasons 
are for these differences.

Educational attainment is considered a strong determinant of an individu-
al’s social status and thus a central element in the process of social reproduc-
tion (Blau and Duncan 1967; Bol and van de Werfhorst 2016; Dubow, Boxer 
and Huesmann, 2009; Müller and Karle 1993; Shavit and Müller 1998; Treiman 
1970). Therefore, schools are considered one of the main institutions that affect 
status inequality (Domina, Penner and Penner 2017). Variation in educational 
systems between countries is well documented (e.g., Blossfeld et al. 2016), 
and it may help explain cross-national differences in social reproduction. One 
of the most diverse and most discussed aspects of educational systems is the 
degree of school tracking (e.g., Allmendinger 1989; Bol and van de Werfhorst 
2016; Kerckhoff 2001), the sorting of children according to ability and inter-
est at different ages. The degree of tracking varies considerably even between 
industrialized countries. Germany, for example, broadly offers as many as four 
different school tracks and assigns children to these tracks around an age of 
10, whereas in Great Britain – with some exceptions – the age of first selection 
generally is around 16 after attendance of a comprehensive school.

Despite its potential significance, there has been little research on the influ-
ence of tracking on social reproduction, which remains ambiguous. Some stud-
ies have shown that tracking increases educational inheritance (e.g., Pfeffer 
2008; van de Werfhorst and Mijs 2010) and amplifies the importance of edu-
cational degrees in the labour market (e.g., Allmendinger 1989), suggesting 
that social reproduction is stronger in tracked systems. On the other hand, cre-
dentialist and signalling theories predict a smaller direct influence of parental 
background in tracked systems because school degrees carry more information 
in these systems (e.g., Bol and van de Werfhorst 2011; Jacob, Klein and Iannelli 
2015; Mastekaasa 2011), which would speak against increased social repro-
duction. Still, critics may point out that choices of fields of study or vocational 
tracks – which are likely affected by parental decisions – are more important 
in tracked systems (Jacob, Klein and Iannelli 2015).

In this paper, we address the question of how tracking affects social reproduc-
tion and assess how tracking in general, age of first selection, number of tracks 
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at age 15 and proportion of differentiated curricula, in particular, affect the 
processes of educational inheritance, educational returns and the direct (net) 
effects of social origin.2  We draw on the European Social Survey (ESS, rounds 
6 and 7), which offers data regarding more than 20 European countries and 
enrich the data with country-specific measures of tracking (see Bol and van de 
Werfhorst 2016). In a first step, we calculate country-specific linear regressions 
and assess the effects of parental education on occupational status. We then 
decompose this effect to analyse how parental education affects educational 
attainment, how educational attainment translates to occupational status and 
how parental education, net of respondents’ education, affects status. Finally, 
we test the degree to which these processes vary depending on the country-spe-
cific degree of school tracking and further unpack how the single characteris-
tics of school tracking affect social reproduction in general and educational 
inheritance, educational returns and direct effects of social origin, in particular.

We therefore offer a ‘look under the hood’ of social reproduction and con-
tribute to the explanation of why inequalities may be more persistent in some 
countries than in others. This is an especially important task since persistent 
attempts to adjust educational systems require a more detailed understand-
ing of intended and unintended consequences. In the United Kingdom, for 
example, recent political attempts have been made to revoke reforms of the 
1960s and 1970s that expanded a less-selective comprehensive school system 
and to allow for more selective schools to be created. Studies analysing differ-
ences between school types, however, came to the conclusion that grammar 
schools would not foster social mobility or benefit children from lower-class 
backgrounds. On the contrary, the recommendation was to phase out existing 
selective schools, indicating the importance of evaluating the impact of educa-
tional systems and their characteristics (see, for example, Burgess, Dickson and 
Macmillan, 2014; Boliver and Swift, 2011; Gorard and Siddiqui, 2018).

Education and school tracking as central elements of social reproduction

Most research on intergenerational status mobility and status reproduction 
stresses the importance of education as a mediator between social origin and 
destination (Blau and Duncan 1967; Breen 2010; Breen and Jonsson 2005; 
Ishida, Muller and Ridge 1995; Treiman 1970; Treiman and Yip 1989; Warren, 
Sheridan and Hauser 2002), leading to three channels through which social 
origin can affect social destinations: access to education, educational returns 
and direct effects of social origin (see Figure I).

School tracking, as one of the key elements of the educational system, has 
been shown to affect the relationships between social origin and education 
and between education and social destination (e.g., Allmendinger 1989; Pfeffer 
2008). As we will show, from a theoretical point of view, school tracking, 
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however, could affect all three relationships. As there are competing expla-
nations for how tracking should affect the direct effect of social origin, the 
total effect of tracking on social reproduction remains ambiguous, requiring an 
empirical analysis of the impact of tracking on social reproduction in general 
and on all three channels to learn about the underlying mechanisms.3 

Tracking – also known as educational stratification, ability grouping, sort-
ing or differentiation – refers to the allocation of students into an educational 
environment that is more homogeneous in terms of the students’ cognitive 
abilities (Bol et al. 2014; Marks 2006). Such an allocation can occur in multi-
ple ways, for instance allocation to different schools, offering different curric-
ula, assignment to different educational tracks (e.g., vocational and academic 
tracks), or assignment to different levels within the same school (e.g., compre-
hensive schools), and at different ages of children (Bol et al. 2014). Tracking 
mainly takes place during secondary schooling but may also occur post sec-
ondary education (Shavit et al. 2007).

The degrees of tracking vary internationally and, to a certain extent, 
within countries. Some countries track students into different schools by 
age 10, whereas others maintain a comprehensive secondary-school system 
(Hanushek and Wößmann 2006). When assessing the general country lev-
els, at the higher end of tracking, the age of the first selection in Germany 
occurs around the age of 10. Typically, German students are tracked into 
different school types after completing elementary school. In contrast, the 
age of the first selection in the UK (with exceptions explained below) is 16, 
after graduating from secondary school. Comparing the number of tracks 
at age 15, Germany offers four different tracks (‘Hauptschule’, ‘Realschule’, 
‘Gymansium’, and ‘Gemeinschaftsschule’), whereas the UK generally offers 
one track (comprehensive school). In Germany, 69 per cent of the curriculum 
in primary and secondary education is tracked, whereas in the UK, only 15 
per cent of the curriculum is tracked (see Online Appendix Table A1). The 
between-country differences in tracking may be complemented by countries 
offering exceptions from the predominant form of schooling (e.g., the United 

Figure I: Social reproduction: mediating effect of education and moderating effects of 
school tracking
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Kingdom has 163 selective grammar schools that diverge from the majority 
non-selective comprehensive school system (Gorard and Siddiqui, 2018)). 
Moreover, countries with a more comprehensive school system may imple-
ment numerous subtler forms of student tracking (see, e.g., Blossfeld et al. 
2016). In the UK and Germany alike, tracking may for example occur within 
comprehensive schools, in which students are sent to different classes based 
on not only subject interest but also level of qualification. Systems that track 
between educational programmes, instead of within programmes or schools, 
however, depict a stronger form of separating students based on their ability. 
Students are physically separated, and usually the full curriculum is tracked 
(Bol and van de Werfhorst 2016). Physically separating students may further 
increase inequality in attainment as students may be clustered due to charac-
teristics such as poverty, immigration status or social background. This effect 
may even be reinforced by unequal access to schools due to housing prices 
(e.g., see Gorard 2016).

A general argument for tracking is that the curricula are tailored to the abil-
ity level of students, thus providing all students with the most efficient learning 
experience. An often-cited counterargument is that tracking creates homoge-
nous classes and thus reduces positive spillover effects from stronger students 
(Zimmer 2003). More complex arguments refer to the impact of tracking on 
educational inheritance and educational returns (e.g., Allmendinger 1989; 
Parker, Jerrim, Schoon and Marsh 2016). As we will argue, tracking may also 
have an impact on social reproduction, depending on how direct effects of 
social origin are affected.

Tracking and educational inheritance

Early explanations for why education is inherited between parents and their 
children rest on the theory of cultural reproduction (e.g., Bourdieu 1973), which 
assumes that schools reward the class-specific habitus of upper-class children. 
One can also assume a more direct influence of parental education on chil-
dren’s education, through inheritance of cognitive ability (e.g., Marks 2014) 
or because highly educated parents are better equipped to help their children 
navigate educational careers (e.g., through assistance with schoolwork or 
education-relevant materials (Teachman 1987)). Parental education can also 
affect students’ perceptions of the costs and risks of educational investments 
(e.g., Boudon 1974; Breen and Goldthorpe 1997; Breen, van de Werfhorst and 
Jaeger, 2014). However, empirical evidence yields mixed results (e.g., Becker 
2003; Breen and Yaish 2006; Stocké 2007), suggesting that the mechanisms by 
which parental education affects children’s education are complex and likely 
affected by a multitude of structural factors (Kerckhoff 1995).
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How exactly should school tracking then affect this relationship between 
social origin and education? Notwithstanding the exact mechanisms underlying 
educational inheritance, several theoretical considerations suggest the effects 
of educational inheritance become stronger with higher degrees of school 
tracking. Schooling systems entail a variety of decisions involving parental 
advice, such as which courses to take, which level of schooling to choose (even 
within comprehensive schools) and which examinations to take (Lareau 1989). 
School tracking introduces more frequent (Kerckhoff 1993; Pfeffer 2008) and 
earlier decision making (Erikson and Jonsson 1996; McPherson and Willms 
1987), thus increasing the influence of parents’ strategic knowledge – which 
varies by parents’ education and class. Thus, in systems that start tracking at 
an earlier age or in which a higher share of the curriculum is tracked, chil-
dren from lower-class backgrounds are more likely to be assigned to a lower 
schooling track, giving them fewer opportunities to receive higher educational 
degrees.

One could argue that if tracking purely sorts students according to ability, 
children from all social backgrounds should eventually benefit from homoge-
neous groups. Indeed, it seems that tailored teaching methods in homogeneous 
groups are at least able to outweigh the negative impact of the lack of high-abil-
ity peers, suggesting that lower-ability students are at least not disadvantaged 
in tracked schooling systems (Duflo, Dupas and Kremer 2011; Zimmer 2003). 
However, there is evidence that tracking sorts not only according to ability but 
also according to social background (Marks 2006). Thus, children from lower 
social backgrounds should disproportionately be sent to lower tracks notwith-
standing their ability, and school tracking should decrease these children’s 
opportunities to earn higher educational degrees, thereby reinforcing educa-
tional inheritance. Whether the resulting educational inheritance translates to 
social reproduction depends on the degree to which educational credentials 
determine a person’s status over the life-course.

Tracking and educational returns

Education is still known to be the single most important determinant of social 
position (Breen 2010; Müller and Shavit 1998). However, once individuals 
have obtained some type of educational degree, they still have incentives and 
opportunities for intragenerational mobility. To secure their own family status, 
those who have not attained their parents’ status are thus likely to seek upward 
mobility in their careers (Hillmert 2011). Opportunities for upward mobility 
are usually afforded through job and occupational changes.

How should school tracking affect this relationship between education and 
social position? From research on school-to-work transitions, we know that 
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highly tracked educational systems tend to award more occupation-specific 
credentials. With such occupation-specific credentials, access to occupations 
becomes more restricted, and credentials become more reliable signals for 
employers (Jacob, Klein and Iannelli 2015). Attending a certain school track 
thus limits the range of possible occupations one can enter after graduation 
and thus affects occupational status (Allmendinger 1989). It also becomes 
more costly to change jobs after graduation, and the likelihood of occupa-
tional changes and thus the chance for upward mobility over the life-course 
is reduced (Reichelt and Abraham 2017). In tracked systems, educational cre-
dentials are thus a stronger determinant of occupational status (Andersen and 
van de Werfhorst 2010; Bol and van de Werfhorst 2016; Kerckhoff 1995; Müller 
and Shavit 1998). Furthermore, selective processes (e.g., due to higher degrees 
of tracking) should equalize unobserved characteristics within educational 
groups and thus increase the explanatory power of educational degrees (Mare 
1980; Jacob, Klein and Iannelli 2015).

As described earlier, children with lower social backgrounds should already 
be disproportionally assigned to lower tracks. Thus, school tracking may fur-
ther reinforce social reproduction because of the greater deterministic power 
of educational credentials and reduced chances for occupational mobility.

Tracking and direct effects of social origin

Even though most research on social reproduction concentrates on the medi-
ating role of education, more recent studies also focus on the direct effect 
of social origin on social destination, net of education (e.g., Bernardi and 
Ballarino 2016). The most common explanations for a direct effect of social 
origin lie in parental networks, favouritism, productivity (through non-cogni-
tive skills that may become important after graduation), aspirations (Erikson 
and Jonsson 1998) or simply the inheritance of a family business (Bernardi 
and Ballarino 2016). Moreover, Jacob, Klein and Iannelli (2015) and Hällsten 
(2013) find that social origin affects occupational outcomes partly due to 
qualitative (or horizontal) differences in education, such as fields of study or 
different vocational tracks. Although providing the same level of education, 
these differences lead to occupations with different status and income (see 
also Triventi 2013; Reimer and Pollack 2010; van de Werfhorst, Sullivan and 
Cheung 2003). Accordingly, Lucas (2001) emphasizes that educational systems 
may reproduce within-group differences, for example through the type of insti-
tution. He argues that if qualitative differences are common, the socioeconom-
ically advantaged will obtain a qualitative advantage.

Again, how should school tracking affect this direct relationship between 
social origin and destination? On the one hand, credentialist and signalling 
theories predict a stronger influence of formal degrees and a weaker direct 
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influence of parental characteristics (e.g., through networks or non-cognitive 
skills) in tracked systems (e.g., Bol and van de Werfhorst 2011; Collins 1979; 
Jacob, Klein and Iannelli 2015; Mastekaasa 2011; Spence 1973). As described 
above, in tracked systems, educational credentials carry more weight. Net of 
these credentials, tracking could thus reduce the direct impact of social back-
ground and consequentially have a negative impact on social reproduction.

On the other hand, tracking might reinforce the influence of social origin 
because the tighter linkage between qualifications and occupations increases 
the importance of qualitative educational choices, such as field of study or type 
of university, that are likely to be affected by parental decisions (in line with 
Jacob, Klein and Iannelli 2015). Moreover, as occupational changes become 
less likely, the occupation at labour market entry becomes more important 
for one’s status over the life-course. Parental networks or strategic knowledge 
may thus be more important in tracked systems. From a theoretical standpoint, 
therefore, the direction of the effects of school tracking on the direct associa-
tion between social origin and destination is ambiguous.

Summarizing the three theoretical mechanisms under study, we anticipate 
that school tracking reinforces educational inheritance and the impact of for-
mal degrees on occupational status. However, the effects of tracking on the 
direct effect of social origin net of education remain ambiguous, leaving the 
total effect of school tracking on social reproduction unclear. We could assume 
an overall null effect of tracking on social reproduction if the stronger signal-
ling power of educational credentials reduces the direct influence of social 
origin to a degree that counterbalances educational inheritance; for example, 
educational inheritance would be more pronounced, but parental networks 
after graduation might be less important. We would on the other hand assume 
an overall positive effect of tracking on social reproduction if, for instance, 
qualitative educational choices become more important; for example, if the 
type of vocational or academic training becomes more important, and this 
aspect should still be affected by parental decisions and resources.

Data and operationalization

To comparatively assess the impact of school tracking on the process of social 
reproduction, we draw on the sixth and seventh rounds of the European Social 
Survey (ESS) from 2012 and 2014.4  This cross-national survey collects indi-
vidual-level data from 29 (2012) and 22 (2014) countries. Each country pro-
vides a random sample of private households’ residents over the age of 15 
(European Social Survey 2016a, 2016b). Due to country-specific differences 
in accessibility or sampling frames, a variety of sample designs, such as strati-
fied random samples, multi-stage sample designs or combinations, have been 
used.5  Because the ESS draws independent samples, pooling the two years is 
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non-problematic and provides us with a larger sample and variety of coun-
tries. We restrict our sample to respondents younger than 35 years of age, as 
tracking systems in multiple countries were reformed during the 1960s and 
1970s, and younger cohorts are more likely to have been affected by the cur-
rent tracking system. After excluding respondents that have a missing value 
on any of the independent or dependent variables and after restricting the 
sample to respondents younger than 35 years of age, we arrive at a sample 
of 14,017 employees (unrestricted sample: 72,970) from 24 countries. We use 
the Socio-Economic Index of Occupational Status (ISEI) to measure social 
status (Ganzeboom, De Graaf and Treiman 1992). Because social class is only 
included as broad categories and income is only measured in deciles of the 
actual household income range in countries, the ISEI thus provides us with 
the most detailed operationalization of social status. The status values, which 
are included in the ESS dataset, are constructed using data from the pooled 
International Social Survey Programme (ISSP) waves from 2002 to 2007 
and range from 11.01 (Subsistence Livestock Farmers) to 88.96 (Judges). We 
exclude respondents who are unemployed at the time of the interview, as we 
could not assign them a status value.6 

Because the ESS contains respondents of different ages and at different 
points in their careers, our results may depend on the intragenerational mobil-
ity regimes of the studied countries (i.e., social reproduction may seem greater 
when observing labour market entrants than when observing later-career 
employees). To assess these effects, we calculate additional analyses with sub-
samples of different age groups (see robustness checks section).

Social origin is measured using parental education (the highest level of moth-
er’s or father’s education7 ). We use values based on the ‘European Survey ver-
sion of the International Standard Classification of Education’ (ES-ISCED), 
which allows us to compare educational attainment across different countries. 
The ES-ISCED scale was introduced by Schneider (2010) and ranges from 
1 (no formal qualification) to 8 (doctoral or equivalent level). We subsume 
the ES-ISCED into five categories to establish a clearer hierarchy of educa-
tional groups (compare Table I).8  We use the same classification to measure 
the respondents’ education. An alternative measure of social origin would be 

Table I: Aggregated ES-ISCED categories

Aggregated ES-ISCED 
Categories

Description

1 No formal qualification and lower secondary education (I, II)
2 Upper-secondary qualification (IIIb, IIIa)
3 Post-secondary qualification and post-secondary non-tertiary 

qualification (IV)
4 Bachelor’s degree level or equivalent (V1)
5 Master’s degree level, equivalent or higher (V2)
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parental occupational status, which is unfortunately not available in the ESS. 
The theoretical predications, however, are even clearer for parental education 
because of its importance for educational attainment.

School tracking is measured using an index, which is constructed by per-
forming a factor analysis on three country-level indicators of tracking (Bol 
and van de Werfhorst 2016).9  The first indicator is age at first selection, which 
signifies the start of the tracking process. The second indicator is the percent-
age of the total curriculum in secondary education that is tracked. The third 
indicator is the number of distinct school tracks that are available for 15-year-
old students (Bol and van de Werfhorst 2016). The number of different educa-
tional programmes represents the number of choices in an educational system. 
This indicator measures the extent to which secondary education is differenti-
ated between schools, which is usually characterized by separation of the full 
curriculum and by physically separating students (Bol and van de Werfhorst, 
2016). Within-school differentiation is not captured by the indicator; how-
ever, the physical separation should have a larger effect on the mechanisms 
described above. The index is standardized and varies between 1.86 (Germany; 
highly tracked) and −1.04 (Norway and the United Kingdom,10  with the lowest 
degree of tracking). The index only considers education in the form of school-
ing and ignores academic or informal training. The age of first selection and 
the number of tracks available at age 15 are measured in 2003, whereas the 
length of the tracked curriculum is measured in 2002. All single indicators vary 
substantively between countries (see Online Appendix Table A1).

Additionally, we control for factors that may influence occupational status, 
education and selection into schooling tracks. These include age, sex, household 
size and a dummy indicating whether the respondent was born in the country 
in which he or she is living. We simultaneously account for the respondent’s 
partner and the partner’s education with dummy variables. Table II presents 
the summary statistics for all the variables used in the analysis (pooled over 
all countries).

Analytical strategy

We are interested in how school tracking affects social reproduction and to what 
degree tracking affects the various relationships between parental education, 
educational attainment, and occupational status. To test the effects of tracking 
on the process of social reproduction, we follow the analytical approach of 
Jerrim and Macmillan (2015) and first calculate j country-specific regressions 
to analyse the effect of parental education on occupational statuses (�j), which 
is our measure of intergenerational social reproduction (O on D):

1Dij=∝j+�jO
Parent
ij

+�jXij+�ij∇J,
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where Dij is the occupational status of individual i in country j. �j is the coun-
try-specific intercept, OParent

ij
 the highest level of individual i’s parents’ educa-

tion, Xij a vector of individual-level control variables (without education), and 
�ij the individual error term. ∇J refers to the same model being calculated for 
all j countries.

We then decompose the country-specific effects of parental education on 
occupational status (�j) into three parts:

where �j ∗�j signifies the effect mediated through the respondent’s educa-
tion. In detail, �j represents the effect of O on E (educational inheritance), 
�j represents the effect of E on D (educational returns), and �j represents the 
effect of O on D, net of educational attainment (direct effect of social origin). 
We estimate �j by regressing educational attainment on parental education, 
including all Xij control variables:

The remaining effects �j and �j are estimated, including educational attainment 
Eij in Equation (1) and again estimating j country-specific regressions:

Finally, we correlate �j, �j, �j, and �j with the degree of school tracking t 
(Pearson’s correlation (�)) to analyse whether and to what degree the total 

2�j=
(

�j ∗�j
)

+�j∇J,

3Eij= �j+�jO
Parent
ij

+�jXij+�ij∇J.

4Dij=�j+�jEij+�jO
Parent
ij

+�jXij+�ij∇J.

Table II: Descriptive statistics

Variable Mean Std. Dev. Min Max

Tracking 0.04 0.97 ‒1.04 1.86
ISEI 42.45 20.90 11.01 88.96
Education 2.68 1.30 1.00 5.00
Parental education 2.73 1.38 1.00 5.00
Female 0.50 0.50 0.00 1.00
Age 26.54 5.08 14.00 34.00
No partner 0.56 0.50 0.00 1.00
Partner with lower or equal education 0.33 0.47 0.00 1.00
Partner with higher education 0.11 0.31 0.00 1.00
Persons in household 3.00 1.37 1.00 6.00
Migration status 0.10 0.31 0.00 1.00

Note: 14,017 observations from 24 countries.
Source: ESS round 6 and 7.
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effect of social reproduction and the three single mechanisms vary according to 
the degree of school tracking. Figure II shows the parameters in which we are 
interested when assessing and decomposing the process of social reproduction.

Results

Social reproduction in industrialized countries

Does the process of social reproduction vary among industrialized European 
countries, and can tracking explain part of these differences? We find that net 
of individual-level control variables, and across all countries, the relationship 
between parental education (social origin) and occupational status (social 
destination) is positive. However, it varies to a large degree, confirming stark 
international differences in social reproduction (see Table III).

To assess whether and to what degree social reproduction varies with the 
degree of tracking, we correlate 𝛽j with tracking and plot the relationship 
(�=0.529***). Figure III shows the total effect11  of parental education on the 
respondent’s occupational status (𝛽j) for each country for different tracking 
levels, net of control variables. This first descriptive impression supports our 
expectation: the process of social reproduction seems more pronounced in 
countries with higher degrees of school tracking. In countries with the lowest 
degrees of tracking, one would expect an increase of approximately three ISEI 
scores with a one-unit increase in parental education, whereas countries with 
the highest degrees of tracking would exhibit an increase of more than six 
status scores. Although in general school tracking seems to be associated with 
higher levels of social reproduction, the questions of through which channels 
tracking affects this relationship remains.

School tracking and its impact on mechanisms of social reproduction

To obtain a more comprehensive picture of the mechanisms underlying the 
effect of tracking on social reproduction, we first decompose �j into three 
parts: educational inheritance (O toE,�j) educational returns (O toE,�j), and 
the direct effects of social origin(O toE,�j), and analyse whether these effects 
vary by the degree of tracking (Table IV).

Figure II: Effect decomposition of social reproduction
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Figure IV first shows the effect of social background that operates through 
education and the direct effect of social origin that operates net of education  
(A). Second, it disentangles the through-education effect and shows how the 
effects of educational inheritance 

(

O toE,𝜆̂j
)

 and educational returns 
(

O toE,𝜆̂J
)

  
vary according to the degree of tracking (B).

The graphs indicate that the effect of social origin on destination, which is 
mediated through education, is larger in countries with high degrees of track-
ing (𝜆̂j ∗ 𝛾̂j,𝜌=0.423∗). The bottom graphs further unpack the through-edu-
cation effect and show that the association between parental education and 
educational attainment clearly increases with tracking (𝜆̂j,𝜌=0.474∗∗∗). With 
the exception of Germany, countries with high degrees of tracking (for exam-
ple, Austria, the Czech Republic, Slovakia and Hungary) all have estimated 
coefficients above the average of 0.29, indicating that parents’ education is a 
very strong determinant of educational attainment. Countries or territories 
with a low degree of tracking (for example, the United Kingdom, Norway, 
Denmark, Finland and Sweden) mostly fall below that value.

We do not find that educational returns, the relationship between education 
and occupational status, increase with school tracking (𝛾̂j). This is surprising, as 
previous studies have emphasized higher importance of educational degrees 
for status with higher degrees of tracking or educational stratification (e.g., 
Allmendinger 1989; Shavit and Blossfeld 1993). Additional analyses show that 
these previous positive findings can be ascribed not only to the selection of 
specific countries but also to the omission of the effects of parental educa-
tion on educational attainment and status. Failure to consider all the effects 
may therefore lead to incomplete conclusions when analysing the impact of 

Figure III: Total effect of parental education on occupational status by degree of school 
tracking
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tracking on either social reproduction or single parts of the OED triangle. 
Moreover, most of the studies date back around 25 years or more.

Analysing the impact of tracking on direct effects of social origin, or the 
association between parental education and occupational statuses, net of edu-
cation, we find that it significantly increases with tracking (𝛿j,𝜌=0.363+). The 
effect of tracking on the direct effects of social origin is almost as large as the 

Figure IV: The impact of school tracking on channels of social reproduction: (A) 
Through-education and direct effects of social origin; (B) Decomposition of through-
education effect by school tracking

Note: Observations are j country-specific estimations for �̂j, �̂j, �̂j and �̂j. All estimates are 
weighted by the number of observations per country. 
Source: ESS rounds 6 and 7
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through-education effect. This finding supports theories that emphasize the 
increasing importance of qualitative educational choices, such as field of study 
or vocational fields with higher degrees of tracking, and opposes predictions 
derived from credentialist and signalling theories that assume a decreasing 
importance of parental characteristics with higher degrees of tracking. The 
increased importance of qualitative choices may be attributable to the tighter 
linkage between educational degrees and occupations: changes to other occu-
pations become less likely and choices in the educational system carry more 
weight in determining one’s status. The increased impact of direct effects of 
social origin might also be attributable to a greater importance of parental 
networks. Because higher degrees of tracking are usually associated with lower 
degrees of occupational mobility, and occupations at labour market entry 
become more important, parents’ strategic knowledge and networks that facil-
itate access to more prestigious jobs play a greater role.

Because the direct effect of social origin is defined as the residual effect 
of social reproduction when taking into account education, the effect size is 
highly dependent on how educational groups are defined. A broader definition 
of education with fewer educational degrees and thus may more heterogeneity 
within educational groups would most likely give more weight to networks or 
qualitative educational differences in explaining occupational status, whereas 
a more fine-grained definition could theoretically explain more of the effect of 
parental education on the status.

To learn more about the specific characteristics of school tracking in the pro-
cess of social reproduction, we also differentiate between the single indicators 
(age of first selection, proportion of differentiated curriculum and number of 
tracks at age 15). Table V reports the correlations of the indicators with coun-
try-specific effects for educational inheritance, educational returns and direct 
effects of social origin. Interestingly, the single indicators of tracking (although 
highly correlated) seem to affect social reproduction differently. Age of first 
selection and the proportion of differentiated curricula are both mainly associ-
ated with higher degrees of educational inheritance. They thus positively affect 
the through-education effect. This result is not surprising, given that a younger 
age of first selection should increase the weight of parental decisions and 
reduce the time during which students from lower social backgrounds could 
benefit from those with higher social backgrounds. Likewise, as the propor-
tion of differentiated curricula increases, the time spent in the tracked system 
increases, which should reinforce the impact of social origin for the same rea-
sons. These indicators are, however, not necessarily associated with a tighter 
link between education and occupation, which we argued would be the reason 
for stronger educational return effects and stronger direct effects of social ori-
gin. The number of tracks also seem to reinforce educational inheritance but 
surprisingly are associated with reduced effects of educational returns, result-
ing in a non-significant through-education effect. One reason why educational 
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attainment may have less of an impact on status in systems with a higher num-
ber of educational tracks could be the tighter linkage between the educational 
systems and the labour market. Educational credentials become more import-
ant, restricting access to higher status jobs for those without a vocational or an 
academic degree and reducing the risk of having lower status jobs for those 
with a degree. As a consequence, average status scores for those with at least a 
vocational degree are closer to one another  (thus reducing the effect of edu-
cational attainment on occupational status). We would also expect that quali-
tative choices in educational tracks become more important (as, for example, 
ICT-based occupations usually offer higher pay and status than social occupa-
tions). Indeed, the number of tracks is the only indicator that is associated with 
a stronger direct effect of social origin, further supporting the notion that qual-
itative differences in educational choices become more important in tracked 
systems and may further entrench social reproduction.

Robustness checks

To test the robustness of our results, we recalculated our models using differ-
ent model specifications (see the Online Appendix for a thorough description 
of all robustness checks and results). The results were robust to various sample 
restrictions, education variables and imputed values using multiple imputa-
tion. As lower degrees of tracking might reflect a general preference for equal 
opportunities, in which case social reproduction would not necessarily be 
ascribable to school tracking itself, we controlled for additional variables when 
analysing the impact of tracking. To test for this alternative explanation, we 
control for social expenditures (World Bank, OECD, and Eurostat databases) 
and preferences for governmental redistribution (ESS). None of these mea-
sures change our results substantively. We also use the degree of vocational 
enrolment instead of tracking because tracking might insufficiently capture 
the connection between educational degrees and occupations. However, the 
relationship between vocational enrolment and the association between E and 
D remains insignificant, whereas direct effects of social origin become stronger 
with higher shares of vocational enrolment, again supporting the notion that 
qualitative differences in educational choices become more important.

Discussion and conclusion

Social stratification and mobility are core interests in sociology. Education has 
long been recognized as playing a central role in social reproduction and it is 
well known that educational systems affect both educational inheritance and 
educational returns. However, little is known about the influence of school 
tracking on social reproduction, theoretical predictions are unclear, and there 
is a lack of empirical evidence.



School tracking and its role in social reproduction  1343

British Journal of Sociology 70(4)� © 2019 The Authors. The British Journal of Sociology published by John Wiley &  
Sons Ltd on behalf of London School of Economics and Political Science 

We use the European Social Survey (ESS) from 2012 and 2014, which provides 
us with data for 24 countries, and decompose the effects of social reproduction 
into three mechanisms through which it should operate: educational inheritance, 
educational returns and direct effects of social origin. We first find that for all 
countries, the association between parental education and occupational status 
is significant and positive. This association is stronger in countries with higher 
degrees of school tracking. Second, analysing whether and to what extent school 
tracking reinforces these relationships, we find that educational inheritance and 
direct effects of social origin are stronger in countries with higher degrees of 
school tracking. Whereas a lower age of first selection and a larger proportion 
of differentiated curricula are associated with greater educational inheritance, 
the number of educational tracks is mainly associated with larger direct effects 
of social origin. While the former effects can be explained by a greater parental 
influence at younger ages and less time for children to benefit from a diverse 
classroom setting, our explanation for the latter effect mainly rests on qualitative 
differences within educational groups. Choosing a field of study or vocational 
track is likely affected by parental background. A larger number of tracks is 
usually associated with a stronger connection to occupational labour markets. It 
thus becomes more difficult to change occupations, which means that deciding 
on the type of vocational or academic training (e.g., preparing for ICT or social 
occupations) determines occupational status already at a fairly early stage.

Contrary to both our predictions and previous findings, we do not find that 
tracking moderates the relationship between educational attainment and 
occupational status. It seems that in tracked systems, qualitative differences in 
educational choices become more important, whereas the level of educational 
attainment does not. Although further research is needed, we suspect that this 
result reflects that in countries with strong vocational systems, having obtained 
a vocational or academic degree generally is associated with higher status jobs. 
Variation in status is then mostly generated from qualitative differences in 
fields of study or vocational training.

Having found that school tracking reinforces social reproduction through 
two channels, we conclude that tracking has more complex effects on social 
reproduction than previously assumed, operating through education but also 
through direct effects of social origin. Our findings thus not only show that 
school tracking is associated with higher levels of social reproduction but also 
provide a more nuanced understanding of the mechanisms underlying the 
impact of school tracking.

We acknowledge that our findings are highly dependent on how we measure 
origin, education and destination. Moreover, countries with lower degrees of 
tracking may be more egalitarian in various ways, affecting cultural attitudes, val-
ues and public policies. However, multiple additional analyses indicate that the 
patterns are robust to other sample restrictions, definitions of education, coun-
try-level egalitarian norms or governmental spending. We also acknowledge 
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that the distribution of parental education within a country may be affected by 
national tracking regimes. For example, a highly tracked system may result in a 
larger share of graduates with vocational degrees. In this case, it would also be 
more likely that parents and children both obtain these degrees, which would 
contribute to an inheritance effect. Unfortunately, we cannot investigate this 
topic separately due to limitations in the data (i.e., we have no standardized 
information on previous tracking regimes or the education of grandparents).

We emphasize that our results cannot be interpreted as causal effects but 
instead as detailed descriptions that either support or disapprove theories 
regarding social reproduction, the effects of educational systems and school-
to-work transitions. Our results also support theories that ascribe an equalizing 
function to both less-tracked education and selecting students into different 
tracks at a later age.

We suggest that researchers and policy makers should consider the complex-
ity we demonstrated and, for example, focus on the inheritance of inequality 
between and within educational groups. We encourage further research that 
not only illuminates the role of school tracking but also evaluates institutional 
aspects and their impact on life chances and inequality.

(Date accepted: February 2019)
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2. We acknowledge that our results cannot 
be interpreted as causal effects. For read-
ability purposes, however, we sometimes 
use the words ‘effect’ or ‘impact’ even when 
referring to a partial correlation.

3. To the best of our knowledge, only one 
empirical study has analysed the total effect 
of school tracking on social reproduction, 

finding no effects on the association 
between social class and occupational status 
(Hadjar and Becker 2016). Although this 
finding seems surprising in light of previous 
studies that show the effects of tracking on 
educational inheritance, the reason may lie 
either in the focus on social class instead of 
education and the broad dichotomization 
of countries into those with low and high 
educational stratification or in the fact that 
mechanisms indeed cancel each other out.

4. We pool data for rounds 6 and 7 and dis-
regard previous rounds because the classifi-
cation of occupations (ISCO) changes from 
version 88 to 08.

5. To account for differences in selection 
probabilities, the ESS provides post-strati-
fication weights (including design weights) 
that are based on age, gender, education 
and region. We use the weights as a robust-
ness check. Because most of the variables 
are already included in our regressions, 
weighting does not substantively change our 
results.
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6. We recalculated the analyses assigning 
an ISEI-value of 0 to all unemployed (see 
robustness checks section).

7. We calculated robustness checks with 
different operationalizations of parental 
education, none of which provided sub-
stantially different results (see robustness 
checks section).

8. We subsume levels I and II as some 
countries do not have respondents with no 
formal qualifications and subsume catego-
ries IIIb and IIIa as the difference between 
the two levels lies in access to further edu-
cation, not in actual vertical educational 
differences.

9. Data source: http://thijsbol.com/data/. 
The eigenvalue of the underlying factor is 
1.76, signifying high reliability.

10. We exclude Northern Ireland as a 
robustness check in our analyses as the 
higher number of selective secondary 
schools might bias the results. As only 3.6 
per cent of the respondents in the UK are in 
Northern Ireland, the results do not change 
substantively.

11. To simplify the exposition, we some-
times use the words ‘effect’ or ‘impact’ when 
the estimated parameter refers to a partial 
correlation.
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