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More skills, more qualifications
Equal opportunities to achieve 

skills and qualifications

Economic growth, low 

unemployment 

Equal opportunities to find 

employment, education gaps in 

earnings

More democracy
Equal representation and 

participation
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Educational policies and trade-offs 
between functions of education
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Differentiation policies

▪ Tracking (age, role of test score vs parental preferences)

▪Occupationally specific education 
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Studying Trade-offs: setting the facts

▪ Educational differentiation policies and: 

▪ 1. inequality of educational opportunity

▪ 2. labour market outcomes

▪ 3. civic and political engagement

→ The results translate into policy challenges if educational 
policies have mixed outcomes. 
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Early tracking and inequality of opportunity

▪ Comparing grade 4 and 15-year olds: 
▪ More rise in inequality in early-tracking 

systems. 
▪ Through sorting more than through cultural fit 

in schools

▪ Comparing before and after comprehensive 
school reforms: 
▪ Improved equality of opportunity 
▪ Because the working class improves, and the 

service class loses somewhat 
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Comprehensive school reforms have reduced socioeconomic 
inequalities in educational attainment in Europe
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Source: Van de Werfhorst, Herman G. 2019. “Early Tracking and Social Inequality in 

Educational Attainment: Educational Reforms in 21 European Countries.” American 

Journal of Education 126(1):65–99. doi:10.1086/705500.

https://doi.org/10.1086/705500
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Labour market outcomes
“School-to-Work Linkage”: 
how strongly are 
educational programmes in 
a society sorting into 
specific occupations? 
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Source: DiPrete, Thomas A., Thijs Bol, Christina Ciocca Eller, 

and Herman G. van de Werfhorst. 2017. “School-to-Work 

Linkages in the United States, Germany, and France.” American 

Journal of Sociology 122(6):1869–1938. doi:10.1086/691327.

https://doi.org/10.1086/691327
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Also variation within 
countries 
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Source: Bol, Thijs, Christina Ciocca Eller, Herman G. van de 

Werfhorst, and Thomas A. DiPrete. 2019. “School-to-Work 

Linkages, Educational Mismatches, and Labor Market Outcomes.” 

American Sociological Review 84(2):275–307. 

doi:10.1177/0003122419836081.

https://doi.org/10.1177/0003122419836081
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And linkage pays off 

11



@LEARNineq

Vocational education and the life 
course? 

▪ Do vocationally qualified lose their job first after age 50? Is a 
strong VET system harming older workers? 
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Vocational education and the life course
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Forster, A., Bol, T. & Van de Werfhorst HG 

(2016). Vocational education and 

employment over the life cycle. 

Sociological Science

Decker, Viktor. 2026. “Variation in Employment Inequality between Workers with Vocational 

and General Education over the Career.” Advances in Life Course Research 67:100724. 

doi:10.1016/j.alcr.2026.100724.

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.alcr.2026.100724
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Two cheers for vocational education

But not three…
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Civic and political engagement

▪ Educational differentiation and: 
▪ Education gaps across countries

▪ Education gaps within countries between school tracks
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Cross-national comparison: larger gaps in 
systems with strong VET system
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Source: van de Werfhorst, Herman G. 2017. “Vocational and Academic Education 

and Political Engagement: The Importance of the Educational Institutional 

Structure.” Comparative Education Review 61(1):111–40. doi:10.1086/689613.

https://doi.org/10.1086/689613
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Comparing grade-8 with young adults
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Source: Witschge, J., & van de Werfhorst, H. G. (2020). Curricular tracking and civic and political 

engagement: Comparing adolescents and young adults across education systems. Acta Sociologica, 63(3), 

284–302

Also dynamically: strongly 

tracked educational 

systems associated with 

reduction in civic 

engagement in young 

adulthood. 

Dif-in-dif at the country level, 

between grade 8 and young 

adulthood. ‘Treatment’: 

length of tracking in the 

system between ages 14-19. 
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Further comparative evidence (dif-in-dif)
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In sum: larger gaps in strongly tracked 

and VET systems. Democratic inequality? 
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Trends across tracks within a country (NL)

19

Some evidence of growing 

gaps in institutional trust

Source: van de Werfhorst, Herman, Geert ten Dam, Sara Geven, Twan Huijsmans, Hester Mennes, Laura Mulder, Jaap van 

Slageren, and Tom van der Meer. 2025. “Track Differences in Civic and Democratic Engagement During Secondary Education: 

A New Panel Study From the Netherlands.” The British Journal of Sociology 76(5):987–1000. doi:10.1111/1468-4446.70006.

https://doi.org/10.1111/1468-4446.70006
https://doi.org/10.1111/1468-4446.70006
https://doi.org/10.1111/1468-4446.70006
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Trade-offs in functions? How does 
educational differentiation fare?
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Can we do it all? Three lessons

▪ Think of efficiency and equality 

▪ Think of the economy and the civil society 

▪Understand trade-offs, and balance them in a well-informed way
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