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Educational Reforms and Educational Equality 

Kjell Härnqvist and Jarl Bengtsson 

Abstract Equal educational opportunity for all members 
of the society irrespective of social and geographic 
origins has been a major objective of Swedish educational 
reforms. To what extent this has been attained is studied 
by means of data from recent Swedish investigations. 
Finally perspectives for education in the future are 
discussed, especially the approach to equality through 
recurrent education. 

Aspects of educational equality 

Social equality is a major political issue since long ago and in 

most countries. But the scope and meaning of this concept have 

shifted from time to time and from culture to culture. To begin 

with the main political goal was to attain equal formal rights for 

every member of the society to take part in the decision procedure 

and to employ the resources that society made publicly available. 

A second step has been to try to equalize the opportunities of 

everybody to make real use of these rights irrespective of obstac

les caused by, for instance, race, sex, religion, social, economic 

and geographical background. When and where such attempts to remove 

obstacles have been evaluated, the results most often have not re

flected any high degree of equalization achieved. Therefore a third 

and current political issue in some countries is to see to that 

social equality is really attained in terms of level of living and 

participation in the decision processes of society - a goal that 

goes beyond mere removal of obstacles to positive political measures 

of compensation and support aiming at equal social outcomes. 

Social equality has many dimensions - political rights, standard of 

living, education etc. - and equalization may have come unequally 

far in different respects. The dimension that will be treated here -

educational equality - in addition to be a value as such has a 

sort of key position in the general concept of social equality be

cause of the influence of education on many of the other aspects. 

With a better education a person is more likely to have a possibi

lity to influence political decisions, to earn a decent living, to 

make use of the cultural resources of society, just to mention 

some benefits for which education can be instrumental. Therefore 
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educational equality is given high priority in most political pro

grams aiming at social equality. 

Like the more general concept, educational equality has developed 

in stagers. Formal right to education, in most developed countries, 

no longer is a political issue. But equality of educational oppor

tunity and equality of educational outcomes still are problematic 

in most countries - maybe all. 

When the term equality of educational opportunity is used, it seems 

in p.ost cases to mean that such obstacles for participation in edu

cation are removed as mentioned before - obstacles related to race, 

sex, religion, social, economic and geographical background. The 

measures taken to achieve equal opportunities for all groups may 

include, for instance, changes in school organization and regula

tions, economic support schemes, and geographical distribution of 

education. On the other hand, outside compulsory education diffe

rences in predicted educational achievement among the individuals, 

and variations in attitudes to education between different social 

classes, are regarded as legitimate determinants of participation. 

Mo attempts to compensate for culturally determined differences in 

those respects are included in this concept of equal educational 

opportunity. 

equality of educational outcomes is a more demanding concept which 

includes fulfillment of the requirements for equal opportunity but 

in addition calls for compensatory measures of different kinds. Be

fore a more precise definition is possible, it is necessary to 

discuss in what ways it is meaningful to speak of "equal educa

tional outcomes". ~~ 

Equality of outcomes in the literal sense - meaning exactly the » 

same educational results for all individuals - is an unrealistic 

goal from both societal and individual points of view. Prom its 

educational system a modern society expects to receive individuals 

with different competencies for entering into a differentiated 

occupational system and not individuals with identical preparation. 

And moreover the system calls for differentiation both as to educa

tional level and to orientation towards different fields. On the 

individuals' side existing diff .:°ences both in abilities and inte-
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rests also are incompatible with equal outcomes in the literal 

sense. 

A more restricted interpretation of the concept is to require that 

the obstacles mentioned in connection with equal opportunity are 

efficiently removed and that in addition culturally determined 

differences that influence participation and achievement are com

pensated for as far as possible. Still, however, differences in 

predicted achievement that are in some meaning ''basic" and cannot 

be compensated for, and remaining variations in interest for par

ticipation, are permissible within the framework. Equality of out

comes then takes the meaning of real freedom for the individual to 

choose and attain an education in line with his "basic" abilities 

and interests and irrespective of his sex or cultural origin. This 

in turn would give him access to a corresponding starting point in 

the occupational system. On the other hand, equal educational out

comes interpreted in this way are not likely to lead to equal life 

chances. Education remains a competitive system and the final re

wards are determined outside it - by market forces or political 

decisions or a combination of both. 

An alternative way to look upon equality of educational outcomes 

is to concentrate on the general part of education instead of the 

part which differs between levels and types of occupations. As one 

of its main goals general education has to create in the indivi

dual competencies and attitudes important for active participation 

in the decision processes of the society. In this perspective equal 

outcomes would mean equal preparation through the educational sys

tem for active participation in society, leading to equal opportu

nities to influence societal change and with that the construction 

of the reward system that distributes life chances in society. 

This again is a more demanding concept of equality which is meant 

to guarantee a considerable minimal and common amount of general 

education needed for efficient real participation in society. 

Educational reforms in Sweden 

Against this conceptual background we shall try to briefly describe 

some Swedish educational reforms during the last twenty years and 

their attempts to further educational equality. 
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Sweden now has a compulsory education of nine years from age of 7 

to age 16. This takes place in a comprehensive school common for 

all children and following a curriculum decided at national level. 

The school is divided in three stages: grades 1-3, 4-6 and 7-9. 

English as the first foreign language is introduced in grade 3 and 

is compulsory through grade 9. The second foreign language - French 

or German - is elective in grades 7-9 with art, economy or techno

logy as alternative choices. In mathematics and the foreign langua

ges there are two courses differing in difficulty level in grades 

7-9- This is the only kind of formal differentiation that takes 

place within the comprehensive school. In all other respects the 

adjustment to individual differences within the normal range is 

done through individualization or remedial teaching. 

The present version of the comprehensive school was introduced in 

1969. The change of the system for compulsory education to a nine-

year comprehensive school was first proposed in 1948. An experi

mental version was tried out in a large number of school districts 

between 1950 and 1962, and the change to a more final version was 

started in 1962. 

Before the introduction of the comprehensive school compulsory edu

cation took place in an elementary school of seven or eight years 

which was left after grade 4 or grade 6 by those who, upon appli

cation and selection, were transferred to lower secondary schools 

with an academic type of curriculum. Through these schools they 

could reach the upper secondary school ( 'gymnasium") and post-se

condary education, while the elementary school gave access to vo

cational schools. As the secondary schools were located only in 

bigger communities both geographical and economic conditions con

tributed to a very skewed socioeconomic composition of their pupil 

population. The comprehensive school had as one of its main goals 

to distribute the educational opportunities more equally. One, 

and perhaps the most important means was to supply lower secondary 

education within the framework of the comprehensive school in all 

local communities of the country. Another was to postpone the im

portant educational choices to an age where the pupil-s own inte

rests and capacities were supposed to play a more decisive role 

than parent expectations and home background. 



5. 

The major differences between the three consecutive versions of 

the comprehensive school have been in respect of grades 7 through 

9 where the pupils have some elective subjects and courses. The 

changes have gone in the direction of a later differentiation and 

a greater generality of the competence gained in the comprehensive 

school. The main reason for this has been the difficulties to 

attain real equality in educational choices between different 

socioeconomic groups but also an increasing weight attached to the 

general goals of the comprehensive school to build up a common 

frame of reference and a platform for all members of the society 

to actively participate in democratic decisions. 

In the upper, non-compulsory part of the secondary level a reform 

of the academic type of education in the three-year "gymnasium" 

was decided in 1964, and at the same time a two year continuation 

school, intermediate in its curriculum between the "gymnasium" and 

the vocational schools, was introduced. The reform of the "gymna-

sion" meant an adjustment to the comprehensive school curriculum 

but also an integration between more general and more occupational-

ly oriented lines of the "gymnasium" - the latter having been cho

sen mainly in lower socioeconomic groups. 

This integration has continued, and since 1971 the "gymnasium" 

concept includes also the continuation school and the vocational 

school. In this "comprehensive gymnasium" the former separate 

schools are regarded as lines, the general subjects are strengthe

ned and the specific vocational preparation weakened. A oommission on 

entrance requirements for post-secondary education has proposed 

that all lines, provided their students have some basic general 

subjects, shall give general competence for university admission. 

In addition various disciplines and professional schools can have 

specific entrance requirements, for example a certain number of 

years of mathematics, physics and chemistry for science and engi

neering. 

The general trends in the secondary school reforms are the same ! 

as in the compulsory school reforms: trying to give different li- | 

nes more equal status, to make early educational choices less de- / 

finite, and to strengthen general education. All these trends are 

related to educational equality. 
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The reforms at university level so far mainly have been aimed at 

adjusting resources and organization to the increasing enrollment, 

which partly is a result of the reforms at lower levels. Two re

forms are of particular interest in this context: a general system 

of stipends and loans, and experimental changes in admission re

quirements. In a number of disciplines, many in social sciences, 

persons without regular secondary preparation have been admitted 

provided they have been more than 25 years old and have had at 

least five years of occupational experience. 

A government commission ("U 68") is now preparing a major reform 

at the post-secondary level which very likely will have important 

consequences for educational equality. Its discussion of recurrent 

education will be touched in the final section of the article. 

Two sectors of the Swedish educational system which have so far 

seen comparatively little of educational reform are preschool edu

cation and adult education. The government has given priorities 

to developmental work in these sectors and the discussion is live

ly not least in relation to the equality perspective. These ques

tions also will be taken up in the final section. 

Empirical data on social background and educational choice in 

Sweden 

The relation between education and social background has been the 

subject of a great number of empirical investigations in Sweden. 

Husen and Boalt (1968) presented some of the earlier ones against 

the background of educational reforms. In 1971 three major contri

butions to the research on educational choices have been published 

- Lena Johansson?s for the Low Income Commission and BengtssonTs 

and Gesser's studies for the 1968 Education Commission (U 68). In 

addition Svensson (1971) published his study of relative achieve

ment and social background. These and some of the earlier investi

gations form a basis for sizing up the present situation. 

Johansson interviewed in 1968 a representative sample of about 

6000 persons in ages 15-75 years. One indication of the relation

ship between social background and education is found in Table 1, 

which shows the percentage in different age groups with "Student

examen^ or more, i.e. having graduated from upper secondary educa

tion of the academic type (-'gymnasium''). 



Table 1. Persons with "Studentexamen" or more in per cent of 

different age levels and socioeconomic backgrounds. 

Father's social and 

occupational group 

Age 

20-29 30-54 55-75 

I. Upper middle class 

(Professional and 

managerial) 

II. Lower middle class 

III. Working class 

All together 

45 
12 

7 
12 

42 

7 
2 

6 

31 

3 
1 

3 

(From Johansson 1971, p. 92) 

Social class differences are great at all three age levels but 

more so in the older ones where the frequency of graduates with 

"Studentexamen" is very low in general. A great increase in gra

duation has taken place within the age span of the youngest group 

and therefore the data do not show the situation in the present 

school system. 

Bengtsson studied in 1969 a representative sample of about 2400 

pupils in grade 9 of the comprehensive school and their plans af

ter leaving the compulsory stage of education (Table 2). 

Table 2. Plans of pupils in grade 9 with different social back

grounds. (In per cent). 

Father's social and 

occupational group 

Educational and occupational plans 

"Gymna- Contin. Voc. Work Other Total 
sium school school 

I. Upper middle class 

II. Lower middle class 

III. Working class 

All together 

82 

46 

25 

37 

10 

21 

21 

20 

6 

20 

34 

26 

2 

7 

13 
8 

-

6 

7 

9 

100 

100 

100 

100 

(From Bengtsson 1971, pp. 33 and 37) 

Even if not all pupils who in 1969 planned different kinds of edu

cation will have gained admission - and a number of them fail to 

graduate - Table 2 is likely to show the size and type of diffe

rences between social classes that can be expected in the next few 
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years among graduates from different types of secondary schools. 

The "gymnasium" of academic type will still be heavily biased in 

middle-class direction and the vocational schools in working-class 

direction. 

Between the "gymnasium' and the university a further selection -

or self-selection - takes place which is correlated with social 

background. An estimate for 1969 of the cumulative effects of the 

different choice situations is made by Gesser and reported in 

Table 3-

Table 3. Estimated distribution of post-secondary education in re

lation to different social backgrounds (In per cent). 

Father's social and University level Other post- Mo post-

occupational group "Prestige" Other secondary secondary Total 

I. Upper middle class 15 64 10 11 100 

II. Lower middle class 3 17 4 76 100 

III. Working class 1 8 2 89 100 

(Prom Gesser et al. 1971, p. 159) 

GesserTs estimates refer to students that are born about five years 

earlier than those in Table 2. For the former age group attendance 

at the ''gymnasium1' level was considerably lower than now, especial

ly in the two lower strata. "Prestige" education mainly comprises 

professional schools and especially those giving certificates at 

graduate level. Proportionally the socioeconomic bias is stronger 

here than for the arts and science faculties included in the ot,her 

university category. 

Information on the social selection to university studies usually 

is reported as distributions of university students on different 

social classes, i.e. percentages are calculated the other way 

around compared to Tables 2 and 3. Therefore we include also such 

information from GesserTs investigation (Table 4). 
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Table 4. Social background of students entering university level 

education in the academic years 1956/57, 1962/63 and 

1968/69 (in per cent). 

Social background 1956/57 1962/63 1968/69 

I. Upper middle class 

II. Lower middle class 

III. Working class 

No information 

42.5 

38.7 

14.8 

3.9 

42.5 
37.0 

16.3 

4.3 

30.3 

35.3 
20.0 

5.3 

Total 

Number of entering students 

100 

5464 

100 

10797 

100 

31104 

(From Gesser et al. 1971, pp. 148-149) 

Only recently the working class percentage has reached the 20 per 

cent level, which is low compared to Eastern European countries 

and also the United Kingdom, but still high compared to non-socia

list countries on the European continent (UNESCO, 1968). 

The illustrations given in Tables 1-4 are difficult to compare 

insofar as they refer to different criteria of educational choice 

- respectively graduation at the "Studentexamen" level, plans in 

grade 9, and choice of post-secondary education. They__also report 

gross differences between social classes without taking into con

sideration possible variations between social classes in achieve

ment at the time of admission, In general achievement and social 

background are positively correlated. 

It can be discussed whether such variations shall be controlled or 

not, but we have earlier taken the position that they might be 

when judging the degree of fulfillment of equal educational oppor

tunities. When measureing equal outcomes the situation may be dif

ferent, but since even a less demanding goal seems to be distant 

it might be well to start off from achievement. Moreover earlier 

achievement is an intentional selection criterion in the system 

investigated. Tables 1-4 have shown the combined results of this 

intentional mechanism and a social selection or self-selection 

that works against the goals of the system. 
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In the following tables we shall try to disentangle these two fac

tors by means of data from three roughly comparable studies at 

various points of time during the reform period of the last twenty 

years. 

The oldest of these data come from a representative sample of / 

about 10 000 males Who in 19^5 belonged to grade 4 of the elemen- / 

tary school (a fourth of the male school population of this grade 

in Sweden). Most of them were born in 193'J. The data were original

ly collected for an estimation of "reserves of ability" (Härnqvist 

1958). In that connection the educational level of the students 

at the end of 1955 was recorded toghether with school marks and 

social background in 19^5. Here the percentage starting in the 

"gymnasium" will be reported. 

The two other sets of data come from the so called Individual Sta

tistics Project (Härnqvist 1966, 1968, Svensson 1971). The project 

is based on representative ten per cent-samples of all pupils born 

in 19^8 and 1953, studied firstly in 1961 and 1966 when the majo

rity of the pupils belonged to grade 6 in the elementary school 

or in the comprehensive school. Males born in 19'18 (about 4000) 

have been followed up by Reuterberg (1968) until the age of 18. A 

sub-sample of those born in 1953 have been investigated in grade 

9 by Bengtsson (1971); in order to make comparisons more clearcut 

only his results for males (about 1200) will be used here. Reuter

berg^ information of the percentage starting in the "gymnasium" 

and Bengtsson*s of the percentage planning the "gymnasium" will 

be compared with HärnqvistTs data for the group born in 193^. 

In all three cases achievement is recorded in terms of school marks 

These, however, are given according to different scales in the 

three samples and therefore a transformation is necessary. By means 

of averages and standard deviations for the different age cohorts 

the marks are expressed in the presently used scale with 3 as mean 

and unit standard deviation. The comparisons thus will be done be

tween pupils situated equally far above or below the average per

formance of their own cohorts. Possible changes in the average le

vel cannot be measured. 
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Social background is indicated in the same way as in Tables 1-4, 

that is in classes I-III. The data presented here are taken from 

manuscript tables. 

Firstly in Figure 1 the relation is shown between the intentional 

selection criterion school marks and the percentage starting the 

"gymnasium1' (age cohorts 1934 and 1948) respectively planning the 

"gymnasium" (age cohort 1953). In all age cohorts the percentage 

increases in a régular~way~wTth increasing achievement level be

fore transition. In age cohort 1953 it is, however, likely that 

the real transition frequency, due to selection at admission, bej 

came lower than shown here. 

100 Born 1953 

Born 19^8 

Born 1934 

1 2 3 4 5 

School mark in compulsory school 

Figure 1. Transition to the ?'gymnasium" in per cent for different 

achievement levels (males). 

The differences in transition frequencies between the age cohorts 

are summarized in Table 5» The percentages for different achieve

ment levels are when necessary assessed by means of interpolation 

in Figure 1. 
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Table 5. Transition to the "gymnasium" in per cent for some achie 

vement levels (males). 

School mark in Age cohorts 

compulsory school1^ 1934 1948 1953 

3 4 21 33 

4 20 57 78 

5 51 91 97 

1) Below average marks excluded. 

Another way to summarize Figure 1 is to estimate at which mark 

level, for instance, every second pupil in the age cohort starts 

in the "gymnasium". This "critical" choice level is shown in 

Table 6. 

Table 6. School marks level with 50 per cent transition to the 

"gymnasium" (males). 

Age cohorts 

m 193^ 1943 1953 

"Critical" marks 

level 5,0 3,8 3,4 

Graphs comparable to Figure 1 have been made up for the different 

social classes. Here we report only summary estimates of the types 

demonstrated in Tables 5 and 6. But first the gross differences 

between social classes before controlling the intentional selec

tion criterion school marks. 

Table 7. Transition to the ''gymnasium" in per cent of different 

social classes (males). 

Social background Age cohorts 

1934 1948 1953 

T. Upper middle class 61 77 85 

IT. Lower middle class 9 34 50 

III. Working class 4 16 26 
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The gross differences between social classes are large in all age 

cohorts but have evidently decreased during the period observed. 

How the net differences appear when achievement is controlled is 

shoxtfn in Tables 8 and 9. 

Table 8. Transition to the "gymnasium1' in per cent of different 

social classes for some achievement levels (males). 

Age cohorts 

193*1, 1948 1953 

School mark 3 

Social class I 36 55 75 

II 3 25 4l 

III 1 12 24 

School mark 4 

88 97 

58 84 

45 65 

Social class 

School mark 5 

Social class 

I 

II 

III 

I 

II 

III 

65 
18 

10 

85 
42 

35 

100 100 

91 Q8 

87 90 

1) I.e. average in compulsory school. Below average marks fixclurtr-ri. 

In age cohort 1934 the greatest differences in transition frequen

cies were between upper and lower middle class, while lower middle 

and working class did not differ very much. In age cohort 194 8 the 

greatest differences still were between I and II but no longer as 

markedly sos and the differences then were mainly found at the 

lower mark levels. In age cohort 1953, now attending the "gymna

sium", the distances are on an average rather equally distributed 

between social classes but have nearly disappeared at the highest 

mark levels the transition frequency almost reaching 100 per cent 

in all classes. 
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T*hus net differences of considerable size between social classes 

still remain in the pupils7 choice of "gymnasium5' education. 

During a twenty-year period the differences, which to begin with 

mainly were between the upper middle class and the rest of the 

population3 have become more evenly distributed between I and II, 

and II and III. Furthermore the differences have moved downwards 

on the achievement scale so that social class now has its greatest 

impact around or slightly above average level, where the transi

tion frequency generally was very low in the earliest age cohort. 

An alternative way to summarize the comparisons is to report the 

"critical" mark levels xvhere half of the pupils in the different 

social classes chose the "gymnasium" (Table 9). 

Table 9. School marks level with 50 per cent transition to the 

"gymnasium" in different social classes (males). 

"Critical" mark level1' Age cohorts 

for social class 193.4 1948 1953 

I. Upper middle class 3,4 2,9 2,5 

II. Lower middle class "/ 5 Q % n 9 V e r 3,7 3,2 

III. Working class | reached 4,1 3,6 

1) Mark 3 means average level in compulsory school. 

More than one unit more on the marking scale (which is equal to 

one unit of the standard deviation) is required of a pupil with 

working class background to have the same 50 per cent chance of 

transition to the "gymnasium" as a pupil with an upper middle 

class background. Roughly the same average level which for males 

born in 1934 was "critical" in upper middle class (3,4) applied 

in age cohort 1948 to lower middle class (3,7) and in age cohort 

1953 to working class (3,6). 

Since the formal selection procedure in all age cohorts has been 

based exclusively upon school marks the remaining differences are 

by no means formal or intentional inequalities. They must be the 

effects of a number of non-intentional mechanisms correlated with 

social class, and it may be worthwhile to look upon empirical re

sults for a couple of such factors. 
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In the 193^ age cohort geographical background had a considerable 

impact independent of both social class and achievement level 

which is shown in Table 10 ( condensed from Härnqvist and Grahm^ 

19^3* p. 45). 

Table 10» Percentage graduated with "Studentexamen" in different 

types of communities. Age cohort 193^ (males). 

School marks School marks 
above average below average 

. Social class: I II+III I II+III 

Big cities and university 

towns 73 21 23 1 

Other towns with "gymna

sium" 65 19 17 1 

Other communities: 

dense population 52 12 0 <£ 1 

sparse population 52 7 3 < 1 

Type of community is important for all groups except where low 

school marks interacting with low social background result in 

quite negligible graduation frequencies. The changes between this 

and more recent age cohorts are likely to have resulted in higher 

frequencies in all cells, a larger proportion of the population 

belonging to the higher density groups and living in a community 

with direct access to a "gymnasium". In Bengtsson ?s study of the 

1953 cohort the percentage planning "gymnasium5' education varies 

from 49 per cent in Stockholm to 35 por cent in regions where the 

"gymnasium" has less than six parallel forms. The percentage 

working class pupils varies inversely from 33 to 53 per cent. In 

the group with less than six parallels it is likely that some 

variations still exist between a community where a "gymnasium" is 

located and rural areas around it, but no recent estimate of this 

is available. 

Another variable which is correlated with social class is the 

parents* education. In a study of the plans in 1961 for "gymnasium" 

education among the students of the lower secondary school of aca

demic type (Härnqvist and Grahm 1963) it was possible to catego

rize the students.-simultaneously according to school marks, social 
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class, and education of both parents. The results are summarized 

in Table 11. (from op.cit. p. 98). 

Table 11. Plans in IQ6I for transition to the "gymnasium" of 

lower secondary school leavers in relation to parents7 

education. 

School marks School marks 
above average below average 

Social class: I II+III I II+III 

Lower secondary education 

or more for: 

Boys both parents 

father or mother 

none 

Girls both parents 

father or mother 

none 

') 
1 r 97 

"1 

*s 

r 90 

j 
^1 

j 

02 

77 

77 

53 

75 
66 
l\7 
52 

33 
21 

17 
>40 

27 
37 
26 

1" 

The percentages here generally are higher than in earlier tables 

which has to do with the fact that they are no longer calculated 

in relation to the general population but to a preselected group 

in lower secondary schools. The differences within social classes 

between the parents* educational backgrounds are particularly 

striking at the lower school marks level but they exist also for 

above average marks in lower classes. In the most favourable com

bination of factors there is not much variation left to analyse. 

The sex differences found in this investigation from 19^1, and 

which to some extent could be explained by a more frequent parti

cipation by girls at lower secondary level, now seem to have 

nearly disappeared. Bengtsson reports that in 1069 30 per cent of 

the boys and 35 per cent of the girls planned a ifgymnasium" edu

cation. 

Parents' education is a complex variable too, which contains many 

different components such as information about education, value 

attached to education, vocational aspirations, capacity to help 

children in school tasks; general linguistic and cultural level 

of the home. Of these not least the linguistic environment has 

been shown to be of erreat importance. Also other components in 
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home background that are less directly associated with education 

are likely to be efficient. Unfortunately recent data on such 

factors as income when education is controlled seem to be missing. 

Some of these home factors influence not only choice of education 

but also educational achievement and with that anions other things 

the school marks used for prediction and selection. Keeping school 

marks constant means underestimating some of the background in

fluences on educational choice and therefore the existing inequa

lities between social classes. As an illustration we might quote 

Svensson»s study (1971) of relative achievement in grade 6. He 

compared school marks and achievement scores in different socio

economic groups at constant intelligence level. Pupils from higher 

socioeconomic and educational groups obtained higher school marks 

than expected from their intelligence test scores and pupils from 

lower strata lower school marks. This is one indication of the 

differences between home environments in their capacity to support 

their children*s school performance. 

In a similar way it is possible to continue the analysis and study 

to what extent intelligence measured at 13 years of age is influen

ced by home background and thus too a biased measure of the poten

tial abilities of the pupil. But this leads into the whole discus

sion of heredity and environment which would take us too far in 

this context. For actual practical purposes it is enough to state 

that great social differences in participation still exist even 

when pupils are compared who have reached equal attainments in 

compulsory school. One goal is to reduce these differences3 another 

is to make the environment more stimulating to intellectual growth 

for children who now do not achieve in relation to their :?basic T 

resources. 

So far no direct conclusions have been drawn about the relations 

between the school reforms and the trends in social influences on 

participation. In data comparing different age groups is found an 

increasing frequency of participation in secondary and post-secon

dary education from lower social classes. To what extent is this 

a result of school reforms or just a part of a general increase 

in noncompulsory education to which the educational system has had 

to adjust itself by means of reforms? 
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In trying to answer this question it is necessary first to point 

out that some of the reforms are so recent that their effect 

would not be possible to record statistically just for chronolo

gical reasons. In addition the effects of big social changes -

implemented simultaneously in a whole country - are very difficult 

to discriminate from general trends except when they result in a 

marked discontinuity in a time series of comparable data recorded 

for a considerable period before and after the change (cf. Camp

bell and Stanley 1963). Even if statistical series exist for a 

number of educational variables social background has not been 

systematically recorded in these contexts but mainly in research 

projects like the ones reported here. 

For example Härnqvist (1966) tried to use a quasi-experimental 

situation arisen during the implementation of the experimental 

version of the comprehensive school. When the Individual Statis

tics Project collected its first sample in 1961 for pupils born 

in 19^8 the traditional system xvith elementary plus lower secon

dary school existed side-by-side with the comprehensive school. 

About two-thirds of the age group belonged to grade 6 in elemen

tary school and had to decide if going to an ,facademic-: secondary 

school or not. One third belonged to grade 6 in comprehensive 

school and had to decide if choosing "academic'' courses in grades 

7 through 9. It would take too long to describe the rather techni

cal analysis so we quote the following from the abstract of the 

paper (op.cit. p. 87). 

The main analysis uses a set of indices of over- and under-repre-
sentation of academic plans in various sub-groups of the sample. 
These are based upon the pupils' aptitude measured by ability and 
achievement tests3 and by school marks. 

The likelihood of academic plans is much higher in the experimen
tal than in the traditional school system. Important differences 
exist between social strata even when aptitude is controlled, but 
in respect to choices at grade 7 level this variation is less 
marked in the experimental than in the traditional system. This 
difference, in its turn^ seems to be due mainly to the very high 
academic choice frequency in all strata at the high aptitude 
levels in the experimental system. 

This result seems to hold also for comparisons over time: social 

differences have decreased but mainly because of a great increase 

in attendance at higher achievement levels. At lower achievement 



levels upper middle class children, if not hindered by a formal 

selection procedure, tend to make academic choices almost irres

pective of predicted achievement while working class children are 

more influenced by their earlier attainment and make/ in relation 

to their chances to succeed in school« in a sense more realistic 

choices. This is a somewhat paradoxical but not sensational re-

suit of school reform: when formal selection mechanisms are taken 

away in order to make transition easier for pupils without educa

tional traditions in their home environments, this freedom of 

access is used rather more extensively by groups already well ' 

represented in the selective system. 

Vie started the presentation of empirical results by comparing age 

levels in Table 1. With the ongoing expansion the gap between 

generations in length and type of education is becoming wider and 

wider and will perhaps for the next future become more of a prob

lem than the remaining inequalities within a single age cohort. 

As an illustration of this we shall use some predictions for 19ö0 

of the educational composition of different age groups in the 

Swedish population (Figure 2, from Proposition 1971, rc. 3). 
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New approaches to educational equality 

The correlation between education and social background has proved 

very resistant to change not only in Sweden but in most western 

countries where equality of opportunity has been an important 

goal. It seems that educational equality is very difficult to 

bring about through changes within the educational system only. 

In a report from CERI (1971) three theories for reaching educa

tional equality are presented. The one characteristic for most 

political measures so far is called the "educational" or "opti

mistic" theory and includes changes in the supply, content, and 

organization of education. An alternative to this is the "cultu

ral" theory where the attention is concentrated on the early en

vironment of the children and the needs for stimulation and other 

compensatory measures. The present interest in preschool educa

tion and in projects of the type represented by the American Head 

Start program can be taken as illustrations of the "cultural" 

theory. Finally the "structural" theory stresses changes in the 

social system outside.education, for instance changes in the 

wages and prestige of different occupations which in their turn 

are supposed to influence the attractiveness of different paths 

through the educational system. 

It is not likely that educational equality can be reached without 

a combination of different approaches, possibly leading to a 

rather radical redesign of the entire educational system. One 

such approach that takes an important place in the present dis

cussion, both in Sweden and in other countries, is recurrent edu

cation where the individual's education is stretched out over time 

and interspersed with vocational activities. One expectation is 

that such a system would help increasing equality in society. 

Olof Palme, then Minister of Education, in 19^9 expressed this 

hope in the following way (CERI 1971, p. 26): 

Recurrent education should help us on the way towards equality in 
society. The interplay between different human activities would 
result in their being regarded in various respects as on an equal 
footing. The understanding between different social groups would 
increase as people had more similar experiences. The relations 
between the generations would improve. 

But recurrent education also can become very problematic in the 

equality perspective. There is a solid experience in adult educa-
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tion that those who already have a certain educational background 

ire the first to use new educational opportunities and those in 

most urgent need for further education are also the ones most 

difficult to reach and recruit. The reasons may be manifold: ne

gative experiences in school5 low awareness of the utility of edu

cation, and insecurity of own capacity to achieve. Such factors 

contribute to make it so difficult to fill the gap in education 

between younger and older generations. If left to the individual's 

own initiative and responsibility education in a recurrent system 

might lead to a further widening of gaps. This is likely to be 

true even if economic and other obstacles are removed - the ex

periences of the difficulty to reach equality of participation in 

the present system support this prediction. 

A further step would be to introduce a selectively directed sys

tem of contacting and stimulating persons with low motivation for 

further education. Such methods are presently tried out in adult 

education in cooperation between trade unions, industries, and 

adult education organizations. The experiment is organized by a 

Swedish government commission (FÖVUX). Courses in Swedish, English, 

mathematics and social studies are offered to workers in big in

dustries through local representatives who contact the workers on 

the job. Different arrangements concerning scheduling and econo

mic support are being tried. The campaign has made it possible to 

recruit a large number of persons who otherwise would have had 

very lew probability to start an adult education. 

A third step would be to make a certain amount of participation 

in recurrent education compulsory - that is stretching out and 

dividing up compulsory education, which is now concentrated to 

the child and youth periods. But here we meet controversial poli

tical questions that have to do with the liberty of the adult in

dividual. For the realisation of recurrent education it is neces

sary to seriously penetrate such value questions. 

If v/8 look upon education in a somewhat longer temporal perspec

tive the developments on the international level are likely to 

bring forth changes in the national systems and perhaps a divi

sion of roles between different agents. Galtung (1968) predicts a 

wide international integration both on governmental and non-govern-
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mental level, the latter for instance through multi-national en

terprises. In discussing education in a future integrated Europe 

Janne (1970) distinguishes between three different educational 

systems. One is a formal educational system designed according to 

the principles of recurrent education - whether national or inter

national is not quite clear. Another is an international non

governmental system for professional and vocational training, and 

a third an international system for information and cultural edu

cation. The expansion of the two latter systems - which already 

have their predecessors within multi-national enterprises and 

radio/television - will have important consequences for the formal 

educational system. 

A possible role for the formal system would then be to prepare the 

individual for active participation in the society and utiliza

tion of the two other systems. Such a role would contribute to the 

realization of the type of equality of educational outcomes that 

we described in the first section as one, and a fairly strong, 

interpretation of this concept. 

If we may speculate one step further, the formal system could be 

built up in three stages with different goals. The first stage -

approximately between ages 5 and 15 - could be similar in goals 

to the present pre-school and comprehensive school. A second stage 

- between 15 and 20 - could combine a problem-focussed education 

with vocational orientation in the main sectors of society and 

some possibilities to concentrate in a field. The third stage -

all through adult life - could be used for facilitating occupa

tional changes but also for strengthening the individual's prepa

ration for active participation in society through improving his 

communication skills and his ability to analyse problems in so

ciety. All three stages would have as a common goal to give all 

individuals equal chances to utilize education through the non-

formal systems as well as professional and vocational education in 

the formal system if given there. But this in only one of the 

possibilities for the future - what is important is to be aware 

of that the educational reform period may only be in its beginning 

and educational equality is likely to remain an important problem. 
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