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In the Netherlands, educational attainment is the result of a sequence of separate
educational transitions. Because of the tracked nature of the Dutch educational
system, students do not make binary stay-or-leave-decisions at each transition.
After having entered one track of secondary education, students can change tracks
during the entire secondary course. The initial track and the secondary school
outcome therefore are incongruent for a significant proportion of the Dutch
students. As social background partly predicts initial track placement, track
changes and successful termination of the course, we suggest distinguishing
conditional and unconditional effects of family background in the transition to
secondary school outcome. This paper complements findings of previous research
by taking into account the tracked structure of the Dutch educational system and
the entire sequence of transitions in secondary education. For the empirical
analysis, repeated cross-sections from the Family Survey Dutch Population (1992,
1998, 2000 and 2003) are used. Multinomial logistic regressions reveal that
inequality in the outcome of secondary education is partly explained by the fact
that initial track placement is socially selective and because this initial inequality
is even enhanced by track changes during secondary education. The remaining
‘conditional’ effect of parental education, however, indicates that parental
education works on top of this selection to prevent drop out. Inequality in
secondary school outcome thus is a cumulative result of social background effects
in a sequence of educational transitions throughout secondary education.
Decreasing inequality over time is entirely explained by decreasing inequality in
the transition from primary to secondary education.

Keywords: education; inequality; tracking; transitions; reforms

1. Introduction

The Dutch educational system is tracked and one of the severest selection barriers in
education has to be taken during the transition from primary to secondary education
at the age of 12 years (Bakker and Cremers 1994). However, initial track placement
and secondary school outcome are not necessarily congruent because students can
change tracks during secondary education, leave school pre-maturely or fail the final
examination.1 This would result in either a higher or lower diploma than that originally
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aspired or in drop out without a formal secondary education credential. As initial track
placement, intra-secondary transitions and drop out are each related to some extent to
social background, it seems worthwhile to scrutinize social inequality in secondary
school outcome in relation to inequality in previous transitions. Therefore, we distin-
guish unconditional and conditional effects of parental background. Unconditional are
those effects that are not controlled for the social selectivity that occurred previously
in initial track placement or intra-secondary transitions. Conditional effects are the
remaining effects given previous transitions.

In this paper, we first aim to examine socio-economic background effects on
secondary school outcome in the Netherlands conditional upon previous transitions in
the educational career. For that purpose, we adapt the model of Breen and Jonsson
(2000) for the Dutch educational system. They proposed a multinomial transition
model for the analysis of educational careers in Sweden – with this model they inte-
grate issues of non-binary decision sequences and track dependence. These are typical
for tracked educational systems and could not be fully accounted for by the sequential
transition model proposed by Mare (1980). The strength of the Mare Model undoubt-
edly is its suitability for international comparisons as it transforms tracks into hierar-
chical levels of education, but particular types of tracking do occur in most educational
systems and should be taken into account. The Dutch case is unique as it is structurally
tracked already in lower secondary education and offers four separate tracks. This type
of tracking, however, is typical for educational systems of some other European coun-
tries as well, like Germany, Austria, Switzerland and Poland. Secondary school
outcome in these educational systems thus is not only a matter of passing the final
examination or not, but can be a result of intra-secondary transitions. Unlike Breen and
Jonsson, we therefore do not scrutinize the transition from secondary to post-secondary
education, but focus on the secondary educational outcome instead. We know from
previous research (de Graaf and Ganzeboom 1993; Tieben, de Graaf, and de Graaf
2010) that inequality in the Dutch educational system especially occurs at the first tran-
sition after primary school, when students are allocated to one of the four existing
tracks of secondary education. Although this transition appears to be the most crucial
in the educational career, it does not entirely determine secondary school outcome.
During the secondary school career, students can adjust their track placement and
change either to a higher or a lower track when the development of individual perfor-
mance makes this necessary or possible. Jacob and Tieben (2009), for instance, found
that these ‘intra-secondary transitions’ are socially selective and amplify the inequality
in the course of secondary education. Furthermore, research on school drop out showed
that in the Netherlands the risk of leaving secondary education without a diploma is
strongly determined by social background (Dekkers and Driessen 1997; Kalmijn and
Kraaykamp 2003; Kraaykamp 2000).

Second, we scrutinize on trends in inequality of secondary education outcome. de
Graaf and Ganzeboom (1993) found decreasing effects of parental background on final
educational attainment in the Netherlands and on the transition from primary to second-
ary education. Applying the sequential transition model proposed by Mare (1980), they
did not find any trends for transitions that take place after entry to secondary education.
Their sample, however, does not allow decomposing the entire transition sequence as
the data only contain final educational attainment. Assuming a certain ideal-type
sequence of transitions, they reconstruct all theoretically necessary transitions prior to
the final diploma. This reconstruction is only a very gross approximation of the actual
transitions that lead to the final attainment, as in the complex Dutch educational system
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a multitude of different routes to a final diploma is possible. De Graaf and Ganzeboom
(1993) thus could detect a decrease in inequality but could not scrutinize in which of
the transitions this decrease actually occurred. For these reasons, it seems to be impor-
tant to examine the impact of family background on all possible transitions within
secondary education. Besides, the Mare-model assumes binary transition decisions that
are appropriate for the Anglo-American educational system but not for tracked
educational systems like the Dutch (Breen and Jonsson 2000; Lucas 2001).

2. The Dutch educational system

Figure 1 shows an overview of the educational system of the Netherlands and the main
transitions. After primary education, usually at the age of 12 years, children are allo-
cated to one of four different secondary tracks. VWO (pre-academic secondary educa-
tion) has a duration of six years and prepares for university entry. It is the most
demanding and prestigious but also the most exclusive track. HAVO (senior general
secondary education) takes five years. Graduates from this track may enter lower-tier
tertiary education (HBO), but not university. MAVO (junior general secondary educa-
tion) and LBO (pre-vocational education) graduates are eligible to enter (non-tertiary)
vocational college (MBO) but not to enter any type of tertiary education. Both tracks
take four years, but the curriculum of MAVO is more general and typically leads into
lower white-collar occupations while LBO rather prepares for blue-collar occupations.
It is common practice to change to a higher or lower track during secondary education
or to change to a higher secondary track after the first graduation in order to qualify
for subsequent post-secondary or tertiary education (intra-secondary transitions). The

Figure 1. The educational system of the Netherlands.
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initial track allocation usually is based on a teacher recommendation and a standardized
nationwide aptitude test at the end of primary school.
Figure 1. The educational system of the Netherlands.

3. Inequality of secondary school outcome in the Netherlands

3.1 Social selectivity of educational transitions

Secondary school outcome is a result of a sequence of transitions within secondary
education. Especially in tracked systems, the outcome to some extent is explained by
decisions and transitions that take place long before the end of secondary education.
In the following section we outline how each transition is influenced by parental back-
ground and contributes to the social inequality in secondary school outcome.

It is a well-established fact that children from high-status backgrounds profit from
the cultural resources of their parents already in their pre-school socialization. Highly
educated parents transfer cultural resources (knowledge, tastes and preferences) that
are appreciated in education and generate educational advantage (Bourdieu 1973). As
a result, these children show better performance in primary school and are more likely
to enter one of the higher tracks in secondary education than children from disadvan-
taged backgrounds.

Boudon (1974) argued that inequality of educational opportunity is not only the
result of better cognitive stimulation at home, but also of (perceived) costs, benefits
and success probabilities. He divided socio-economic background effects into
‘primary’ and ‘secondary’ effects. While the primary effects indeed work via the
measured performance of children as predicted by the cultural capital hypothesis, the
secondary effects are all factors that influence educational decisions net of perfor-
mance. The secondary effects thus rather work via the socio-economic position of the
parents as such. Due to their higher income, parents from a higher socio-economic
background are better able to meet the direct and indirect costs of education. They also
can use their financial resources to improve the performance of their child through
buying private lessons and learning materials. Parents who have obtained a high
education themselves are not only better able to help and support their children in
education, but also are familiar with the requirements of higher educational tracks.
They therefore might be able to evaluate the success probability of their children more
realistically, while low-educated parents might overestimate the standards of such a
school and make more cautious choices. A central role here is assigned to the motive
of status maintenance (or ‘relative risk aversion’) (Erikson and Jonsson 1996; Breen
and Goldthorpe 1997; Need and de Jong 2001; Breen and Yaish 2006; Stocké 2007).
Parents generally want to avoid status demotion and therefore strive for at least the
same educational attainment for their children as their own. Children from a lower
socio-economic background can reach their parent’s educational level with lower or
intermediate2 education, which makes the pressure for choosing higher educational
tracks therefore less severe in these classes. Reluctance to enter higher tracks than
necessary may also stem from the perception that the benefits of social promotion do
not outweigh the additional investment in education.

These decision patterns are not only at work in the first transition from primary to
secondary education and cause inequality here, but also in all subsequent educational
decisions. Being placed in a given track therefore does determine the educational
outcome to a large extent, but not entirely. The Dutch educational system provides the
option to change tracks. Considering the fact that children from lower socio-economic
backgrounds are more likely to enter lower secondary tracks in the first place, even
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when their performance would allow a better placement, this could be used as a ‘second
chance’ by these children to obtain a higher diploma and compensate their initial disad-
vantage. However, previous research (Henz 1997; Jacob and Tieben 2009) showed in
fact that especially children from higher socio-economic backgrounds use this option
when their initial track placement is too low for status maintenance. The initial inequal-
ity thus is not compensated by intra-secondary transitions but is even enhanced.

The family background may also influence the probability to drop out of second-
ary education. Underperformance naturally is a quite strong predictor for dropping
out, but Dekkers and Driessen (1997) come to the conclusion that students decide on
the basis of emotional or rational aspects rather than on their own performance. Push
factors like a general dislike for school, lack of motivation or integration can impel
early school-leaving, as well as pull factors like the desire or need to work and earn
money (Rumberger 1987). It is therefore likely that especially children from families
with low financial resources strive to enter the labour market as soon as possible and
leave school without an appropriate qualification. The motive of status maintenance,
on the other hand, probably is a strong impetus to complete education for children
from higher socio-economic backgrounds (cf. Barro and Kolstad 1987; Kalmijn and
Kraaykamp 2003; Hauser, Simmons, and Pager 2004).

In the previous sections, we outlined the Dutch educational system and how the
tracked structure may cause social inequality at different branching points during the
secondary school career. In general, children from high-status parents have resources
at their disposal that generate an advantage regarding their secondary school outcome.
The cultural and financial resources of parents, however, work at several transition
points during secondary education and inequality in secondary school outcome is
partly explained by the higher initial track placement and the higher probability to
change to a higher track during secondary education. Nevertheless, we suggest that
children from advantaged backgrounds also profit from their family resources in
obtaining their graduation given initial track placement and intra-secondary transitions
and derive the following hypothesis: 

H1: The socio-economic background effects on leaving secondary education with no or
low qualification are partly (but not entirely) explained by initial track placement and
intra-secondary transitions.

3.2 Trends

In many countries, we observe a strong educational expansion during the past century.
In the Netherlands, participation increased especially in the intermediate secondary
track (HAVO) and decreased in LBO. Inequality in the transition to secondary educa-
tion has decreased over time (de Graaf and Ganzeboom 1993), but only for the lower
and intermediate secondary tracks (Tieben, de Graaf, and de Graaf 2010). The reasons
for this trend are not entirely clear but the authors refer to modernization and educa-
tional reforms as possible explanations. Modernization, and thus an increase in
general welfare and a shift of the labour market structure towards more qualified occu-
pations, is said to lead to an increase of individual educational investment, especially
in the lower classes (Treiman 1970). Besides, a thorough reform of the secondary
education in 1968 (‘Mammoth Law’) aimed at making the initial track allocation more
meritocratic and increasing permeability between tracks. Jacob and Tieben (2009)
found evidence for a decrease of social selectivity for intra-secondary transitions in
the Netherlands. The increasing age of compulsory education (see Figure 2) also may
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have contributed to a decrease in family background effects, as it is assumed that espe-
cially children from lower socio-economic backgrounds profit from the longer
compulsory schooling age and are prevented from pre-mature drop out. As in recent
decades all children have to remain in school at least until the final year of lower
secondary education, there are no opportunity costs for terminating a course in
comparison with entering the labour market. This probably works selectively for chil-
dren from lower socio-economic backgrounds and should reduce background effects
on secondary school outcome.
Figure 2. Development of the compulsory schooling age, 1900–2000.Regarding the expansion of secondary education, the policy measures of the
Mammoth Law and the extension of compulsory schooling, it is plausible that the
likelihood of leaving secondary education with no or low qualification has decreased
over cohorts. However, looking at trends of inequality, the distinction between uncon-
ditional and conditional effects of parental background can give a more detailed
insight into the previously observed trends (de Graaf and Ganzeboom 1993). When
we observe a decrease of unconditional effects of parental background on secondary
school outcome, this probably is at least partly explained by the fact that parental
background effects on initial track placement decreased in the first place. When back-
ground effects on intra-secondary transitions decrease, this can also contribute to a
decrease in outcome and explain the trend. If, on the other hand, expanding the
compulsory schooling age has worked selectively for children from lower socio-
economic backgrounds to prevent them from leaving education pre-maturely, this
should result in an autonomous trend of parental background that does not disappear
under control of initial track placement and intra-secondary transitions. From these
considerations, we derive: 

H2: The decreased socio-economic background effects on leaving secondary education
with no or low qualification are only partly explained by initial track placement and
intra-secondary transitions.

5. Data and variables

We use the Family Survey Dutch Population, a four-wave (1992, 1998, 2000, 2003),
repeated, cross-sectional survey of a sample of the Dutch population. This dataset
contains detailed retrospective information on the complete educational careers of

Figure 2. Development of the compulsory schooling age, 1900–2000.
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approximately 7500 respondents. We excluded all respondents who never attended
secondary education or entered secondary education before the age of 10 or after the
age of 14. Respondents who report having entered secondary education at a younger
or older age probably give very unreliable information, as the transition age usually is
12. For each respondent, we have up to 10 education records with information about
the start and ending time, the track, and whether it was a full-time education and
terminated with a diploma. We excluded all records that started after the age of 25 as
these records most probably involve adult education. We also excluded records that
had a duration of longer than nine years,3 or that were not secondary education, were
part-time or started after labour-market entry as well as respondents who were still in
secondary education and have not obtained a secondary diploma before the time of the
interview. We also corrected (pooled) lateral transitions.4 The resulting dataset
contains information for 6322 respondents in total. For our analysis, we use those
6047 respondents who gave valid information on all relevant variables.

Secondary education can be terminated as drop out or with one of the four existing
diplomas at the secondary level. For reasons of parsimony we only distinguish three
statuses of secondary school outcome in the multivariate analysis. Students who entered
secondary education but left without any diploma are defined as drop out (‘no
diploma’). Students, who left with a diploma on a level that gives them eligibility to
enter vocational college (MBO) are defined as ‘low diploma’, and those who obtain a
graduation that allows them to enter lower tertiary education (HBO) or university are
‘high diploma’. Graduations from pre-vocational education (LBO) and junior general
secondary education (MAVO) thus are subsumed as ‘low diploma’, while graduations
from senior general secondary (HAVO) and pre-university (VWO) are ‘high diploma’.5

The socio-economic background of students is measured as the final educational
attainment of the highest educated parent and the occupational status of the father. We
retrieved the educational level of the highest educated parent and converted this to an
interval scale. The original range of this variable was six to 21 years (i.e. the minimum
number of years that is necessary to obtain educational level indicated by the respon-
dent). The occupation of the father is coded by means of the Standard International
Socio-Economic Index of Occupations (Ganzeboom, de Graaf, and Treiman 1992).
The original range of this index was 10–90. Both variables have been transformed into
a scale ranging from zero to one. We use both variables despite the correlation
between education and occupation because this allows a (gross) separation of effects
of cultural resources and financial means. The education of the parents (net of
occupational status) gives an approximation of the cultural resources while the occu-
pational status (net of education) rather represents the financial means in the family
(de Graaf 1986).

The variable year of entry into secondary education is clustered into eight cohort
dummies. These dummy variables vary in length: the oldest and youngest cohorts are
broader than five years in order to obtain a sufficient number of cases, and we put a
border at the year 1968 to distinguish between students who entered secondary educa-
tion before and after the introduction of the Mammoth Law.

We also use a dummy variable for the initial track that has been entered after
primary school. For all transitions that occurred after entry into secondary education,
we constructed dummies for downward and upward intra-secondary transitions. We
do not distinguish between upgrades and supplement diploma.6 For those students
who made more than one intra-secondary transition in different directions, we only
coded a dummy when the final diploma deviates from the initial track.
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6. Analysis

6.1 Bivariate analysis

Table 1 presents the distribution of secondary school outcome by cohort. We observe
that the share of students who leave education without or with an LBO diploma
decreases over time. The share of HAVO graduates increases massively, while for
MAVO and VWO we observe trendless fluctuations rather than a clear trend. In the
1969–1975 cohort we find a sharp decrease of the drop-out rate, which may be attrib-
uted to the introduction of the Mammoth Law in 1968 and to the extension of the
compulsory schooling age in 1969. However, we observe a decrease of drop out
between the 1956–1960 and the 1969–1975 cohorts that is equally strong, so it prob-
ably is a premature conclusion to link decreasing drop-out rates to policy measures.
Table 2 demonstrates that the growth patterns of initial tracks resemble those of the
final diploma level in secondary education. However, we observe some attrition, as
some students do not obtain a diploma in the track they initially entered.

In Table 3 an overview of initial track placement by secondary school outcome is
presented. We find that students who entered LBO have a high risk of not obtaining a
diploma after secondary education (17%), while there is not much difference of drop
out risk for the other school types (11–12%). Students who entered LBO after primary
education also have a low chance of obtaining any other (higher) graduation by
upward intra-secondary transitions. Students who started with MAVO are most
mobile. Approximately 14% of these students manage to obtain a diploma from a
higher track than MAVO. In fact, upward transitions from MAVO are very popular,
because the payoff of a HAVO diploma, which gives eligibility to enter tertiary educa-
tion, is high. VWO students have a comparably high risk to make a downward intra-
secondary transition, but still are very likely to obtain at least a HAVO diploma. The
risk of leaving education with no or a low diploma is lowest for VWO students.

Table 2. Distribution of initial track placement by cohort (column percentages).

1927–
1950

1951–
1955

1956–
1960

1961–
1968

1969–
1975

1976–
1980

1981–
1985

1986–
1998 Total n

LBO 33.9 41.5 36.4 39.2 33.1 25.9 27.1 23.5 33.0 1993
MAVO 44.6 42.0 41.0 37.0 36.4 41.1 36.2 38.1 38.9 2353
HAVO 4.1 4.3 5.3 7.6 13.2 16.3 20.3 20.6 11.5 695
VWO 17.5 12.2 17.3 16.2 17.4 16.7 16.4 17.9 16.6 1006
n 543 417 681 1175 1314 834 597 486 6047

Table 1. Distribution of secondary school outcome by cohort (column percentages).

1927–
1950

1951–
1955

1956–
1960

1961–
1968

1969–
1975

1976–
1980

1981–
1985

1986–
1998 Total n

No diploma 18.4 22.1 23.4 16.0 9.6 7.9 7.4 8.6 13.5 817
LBO 30.9 32.4 30.0 32.5 28.7 24.7 27.0 22.2 28.8 1741
MAVO 31.3 30.7 28.2 26.0 26.2 31.8 27.0 29.2 28.3 1708
HAVO 3.1 3.8 5.4 12.3 18.3 19.9 20.6 24.1 14.2 860
VWO 16.2 11.0 13.1 13.2 17.3 15.7 18.1 15.8 15.2 921
n 543 417 681 1175 1314 834 597 486 6047
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Table 4 displays the distribution of intra-secondary transitions per cohort. We find
that students who entered secondary education after 1961 are more mobile than those
from younger cohorts. The share of downward intra-secondary transitions increases
slightly and we observe a strong increase of upward transitions for the 1961–1968 and
1969–1975 cohorts. Here again, we find an increase of mobility after the educational
reforms, but also to an equally strong extent for the cohort just before the reforms.

6.2 Multivariate analysis

Table 5 presents the results of multinomial logit models. We ran three nested
models, with ‘high diploma’ as reference category versus ‘no diploma’ and ‘low
diploma’. The dummies for period of secondary school entry are related to the refer-
ence cohort 1969–1975, which makes a very direct comparison of the pre-reform
and post-reform situation possible. We find that obtaining no or a low diploma is
significantly more likely in the pre-reform period, while there are no changes in the
post-reform cohorts. The negative coefficients of the socio-economic background
characteristics indicate that obtaining no or a low diploma is less likely than obtain-
ing a high diploma when the level of parental education and the occupational status
of the father are high.

In Model II we added dummy variables for initial track in order to control for
educational expansion and improved track placement. The interpretation of these
coefficients is rather trivial, as children naturally are more likely to obtain a high
diploma, when the initial track is either HAVO or VWO. However, this model also
reveals that a large part of the socio-economic background effects is mediated by
initial track placement. Initial track placement is highly related to family background
and children from more advantaged backgrounds reach a higher diploma at the end of
their secondary school career, because they are placed in higher tracks in the

Table 3. Initial track placement and secondary school outcome (row percentages).

No 
diploma

LBO 
diploma

MAVO 
diploma

HAVO 
diploma

VWO 
diploma Total n

LBO 17.1 79.3 2.6 0.7 0.3 100.0 1993
MAVO 12.3 6.3 67.5 11.2 2.7 100.0 2353
HAVO 11.1 1.0 5.3 75.4 7.2 100.0 695
VWO 10.9 0.5 3.0 5.9 79.7 100.0 1006
Total 13.5 28.8 28.3 14.2 15.2 100.0
n 817 1741 1708 860 921 6047

Table 4. Distribution of intra-secondary transitions by cohort (column percentages).

1927–
1950

1951–
1955

1956–
1960

1961–
1968

1969–
1975

1976–
1980

1981–
1985

1986–
1998 Total n

No intra-secondary 
transition

93.3 92.6 93.7 88.0 84.6 86.1 85.5 87.3 88.1 5313

Downward 3.5 3.0 3.9 4.7 4.8 5.7 4.8 5.8 4.6 286
Upward 3.2 4.4 2.5 7.3 10.7 8.3 9.7 6.8 7.2 448
Total (n) 543 417 681 1175 1314 834 597 486 6047
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beginning. Nevertheless, we find that background effects do remain to a certain
extent, which indicates that children from high-status families also have higher
chances to obtain a high diploma given their higher initial track placement.

In Model III, intra-secondary transitions are included as well, to take socially
selective upward and downward track changes into account. We observe that the
remaining effect of the father’s occupational status now is entirely mediated. The
effect of the parental level of education on ‘no diploma’ versus ‘high diploma’, in
contrast, remains significant, but is reduced to less than one-third of its original value
in Model I. We can conclude from this autonomous effect of parental education that
the chance to terminate the chosen track with a graduation credential is increased for
children from highly educated parents. In other words, even when initial track
placement and intra-secondary transitions are taken into account, the educational
attainment of the parents is effective in preventing drop out.

Table 5. Estimates of multinomial logit models of secondary school outcome: Models I–III
(logit effects).

Model I Model II Model III

No 
diploma

Low 
diploma

No 
diploma

Low 
diploma

No 
diploma

Low 
diploma

Constant 1.75*** 3.56*** 0.74*** 2.31*** 4.15*** 5.91***
Sex (male is ref.) 0.07 0.10 0.09 0.11 −0.18 −0.16

Year entry secondary education
1927–1950 1.22*** 0.71*** 1.54*** 1.10*** 1.08*** 0.60*
1951–1955 1.64*** 0.95*** 1.74*** 1.06*** 1.33*** 0.63*
1956–1960 1.59*** 0.77*** 1.87*** 1.11*** 1.38*** 0.58*
1961–1968 0.83*** 0.39*** 0.83*** 0.38 0.60** 0.14
1969–1975 (ref.)
1976–1980 −0.07 0.14 0.14 0.42** −0.20 0.02
1981–1985 −0.14 0.08 0.06 0.38* 0.05 0.38
1986–1998 0.19 0.21 0.37 0.47* −0.09 −0.05

Education of parents −3.19*** −2.90*** −1.80*** −0.94*** −0.95** 0.14
Occupation of father −1.63*** −2.11*** −0.78* −0.92** −0.62 −0.68
Initial track

LBO 2.80*** 2.66*** 2.87*** 2.85***
MAVO (ref.)
HAVO −1.49*** −4.08*** −5.67*** −8.96***
VWO −1.77*** −4.73*** −6.20*** −1.24***

Intra-secondary transitions
Downward 2.01*** 4.15***
Upward −7.79*** −7.40***

Log pseudolikelihood 
= −5114.9

Log pseudolikelihood 
= −3536.9

Log pseudolikelihood 
= −2649.7

Pseudo R2 = 0.11 Pseudo R2 = 0.38 Pseudo R2 = 0.54
Wald chi2(20) = 

1268.2
Wald chi2(26) = 

4424.0
Wald chi2(30) = 

6198.6

Note: Reference category = high diploma; n = 6047. ***p < 0.001, **p < 0.01, *p < 0.05.D
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To test for trends in socio-economic background effects on secondary school
outcome, we repeated the previous model estimations, but now by including two inter-
action terms of parental education and father’s occupational status with the cohort of
secondary school entry. The results of these models are presented in Table 6. In Model
IV, we find that only for the effect of father’s occupational status on ‘no diploma’ is
there a significant decrease over time. The coefficient of the interaction term is addi-
tive to the main effect of father’s occupational status and indicates that the effect
decreases from –3.16 for the oldest cohort to –0.44 for the youngest cohort.7 This, in
fact, is a considerable decrease. Looking at the results for Model V, we observe that
this trend is explained by adding initial track placement. Inequality apparently
decreases already at the transition to secondary education; the social selectivity of the

Table 6. Estimates of multinomial logit models of secondary school outcome: Models IV–VI
(logit effects).

Model IV Model V Model VI

No 
diploma

Low 
diploma

No 
diploma

Low 
diploma

No 
diploma

Low 
diploma

Constant 0.24 2.12*** −0.12 1.81*** 4.15*** 5.92***
Sex (male is ref.) 0.07 0.11 0.10 0.12 −0.18 −0.17

Year entry secondary education
1927–1950 1.82*** 1.25*** 1.95*** 1.42*** 1.13 0.56
1951–1955 2.07*** 1.36*** 2.04*** 1.30*** 1.36 0.60
1956–1960 1.88*** 1.04*** 2.07*** 1.28*** 1.39 0.57
1961–1968 0.97*** 0.51*** 0.92*** 0.46** 0.61 0.15
1969–1975 (ref.)
1976–1980 −0.19 0.00 0.06 0.34* −0.19 0.03
1981–1985 −0.37 −0.19 −0.08 0.21 0.07 0.39
1986–1998 −0.17 −0.24 0.14 0.20 −0.03 −0.04

Education parents −2.69*** −3.49*** −1.12 −1.14 0.26 0.53
Occupation father −3.16*** −3.10*** −2.04** −1.63* −1.48 −1.00
Trend education parents −0.14 0.13 −0.18 0.05 −0.31 −0.08
Trend occupation father 0.34* 0.19 0.29 0.14 0.21 0.07
Initial track

LBO 2.80*** 2.66*** 2.87*** 2.85***
MAVO (ref.)
HAVO −1.48*** −4.07*** −5.67*** −8.97***
VWO −1.77*** −4.73*** −6.20*** −1.24***

Intra-secondary transitions
Downward mobile 2.00*** 4.15***
Upward mobile −7.79*** −7.41***

Log pseudolikelihood 
= −-5107.1

Log pseudolikelihood 
= −3534.2

Log pseudolikelihood 
= −2644.0

Pseudo R2 = 0.11 Pseudo R2 = 0.39 Pseudo R2 = 0.54
Wald chi2(24) = 

1283.7
Wald chi2(30) = 

4429.5
Wald chi2(34) = 

6209.9

Note: Reference category = high diploma; n = 6047. ***p < 0.001, **p < 0.01, *p < 0.05.
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success probability given initial track does not change over time. Adding intra-
secondary transitions in Model VI does not alter this result.

7. Conclusions and discussion

In this paper, we investigate the unconditional and conditional effects of socio-
economic background on secondary school outcome in the Netherlands. Furthermore,
we scrutinize trends in the observed inequality of educational opportunity in secondary
education. For the empirical analysis, four Dutch retrospective life-history surveys
were used with full information on the educational career of more than 6000 respon-
dents who entered secondary education in the period 1927–1998.

Based on theoretical arguments, we predicted the effect of socio-economic
background to be strong, but mediated by initial track placement and intra-
secondary transitions to some extent (H1). Our multivariate analysis partly
confirmed this hypothesis. While effects of father’s occupational status are entirely
explained by previous transitions, the effects of parents’ education remain signifi-
cant, even after controlling for initial track placement and intra-secondary transi-
tions. This indicates that children from highly educated backgrounds not only reach
a higher diploma, because they are placed in higher initial tracks and are better able
to reach an advantageous track by intra-secondary transitions, but also are better
able to avoid failure in the chosen track. Assuming that the educational level of the
parents is mainly an indicator for cultural resources, while father’s occupational
status particularly reflects the financial means, it is plausible that financial resources
have more effect on educational decisions at the branching points than on the
success probability as such, which should rather be connected to the cultural
resources available at home.

In addition, we observe a strong decrease in drop-out rates and an increase in
obtaining a high diploma over time. The former development cannot easily be attrib-
uted to the adopted policy measures in the late 1960s, as we found a sharp decrease in
drop-out rates already in the previous cohorts. It is, however, interesting to see that
this decrease remains, once controlled for initial track placement (which takes the
expansion of secondary education into account) and intra-secondary transitions
(which controls for the effects of improved permeability between tracks after the
introduction of the Mammoth Law in 1968). We conclude from this that the likelihood
of finishing secondary education successfully, given initial and current track
placement, has increased as well. This may be a result of the increased compulsory
schooling age. The rise in compulsory schooling age enforces students to remain in
school for a longer time, which may increase the likelihood of obtaining a final
diploma. This, however, is highly speculative, as we observe a first sharp drop in a
cohort where no change of compulsory schooling was established. Moreover, in a
cohort where compulsory schooling was raised from 15 to 16 years of age, the drop-
out rates remained stable.

We could not support H2, in which we predicted that the decrease of parental back-
ground effects on secondary school outcome is only partly explained by decreasing
inequality in previous transitions. We argued that the extension of compulsory school-
ing would alter the socially selective success probability, which would then be evident
in a remaining trend after controlling for initial track placement and intra-secondary
transitions, but we found no evidence for this. The trend is entirely explained by initial
track placement.

D
o
w
n
l
o
a
d
e
d
 
B
y
:
 
[
R
a
d
b
o
u
d
 
U
n
i
v
e
r
s
i
t
y
 
N
i
j
m
e
g
e
n
]
 
A
t
:
 
1
0
:
5
9
 
2
1
 
A
p
r
i
l
 
2
0
1
0



British Journal of Sociology of Education  289

In this paper, we adapt the multinomial transition model proposed by Breen and
Jonsson (2000) for the Dutch educational system. It was demonstrated that this model
is adequate to reflect the situation in tracked educational systems and that it helps to
localize those branching points in the secondary school career that are most hazardous
in terms of inequality. Previous approaches, like the sequential transition model devel-
oped by the American sociologist Mare (1980; see also Shavit and Blossfeld 1993)
assume binary stay-or-leave decisions. These have strengths in international compar-
isons, but cannot fully the inequality patterns in tracked educational systems such as
the Dutch, Swedish or German.

Furthermore, given the high quality of our data and the large sample size, we are
able to show that trends in socio-economic background effects on secondary school-
ing outcome are explained by decreasing inequality in previous transitions, especially
in initial track placement. Policy measures, such as the introduction of the Mammoth
Law and the extension of the compulsory schooling age, do not directly result in
decreasing effects of socio-economic background.

Notes
1. A brief overview of the Dutch educational system and a diagram follows in Section 2
2. Recent discussions point out that the parental socio-economic status cannot be maintained

with the same or comparable educational level, because the general qualification require-
ments for entering the same (or comparable occupations) have risen over time due to
credential inflation (van der Werfhorst and Andersen, 2005).

3. Theoretically, a maximum of three grade retentions is possible in the Netherlands. Practi-
cally, no course thus should take longer than nine years.

4. These refer to transitions that involve changing schools, but not tracks (in most cases due
to relocation).

5. In cases where more than one diploma has been obtained (‘supplements’), we only coded
the final diploma.

6. Upgrades are transitions to a higher than the initial track before a diploma has been
obtained, while supplement diploma are obtained by making a transition to a higher track
after the first diploma has been obtained

7. The value of 0.34 is multiplied by the number of cohorts and added to the main effect.
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