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 “childrenfrommoreadvantagedclassbackgroundshavehigherlevels 

ofeducationalattainmentthanchildrenfromlessadvantagedclassbackgrounds”(p. 9730).

R.Erikson, J.H.Goldthorpe, M.Jackson, M.Yaish,&D.R.Cox.
(2005).

 Onclass differentialsineducational
,  102(27), 9730-9733. attainment Proc.Natl.Acad.Sci.U.S.A.,

https://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.0502433102

Social class differentials in educational attainment have been 

extensivelystudied: 

Explanations have focused on how economic, social, and cultural 

resources lead to different academic performance.

at given levels of performance also contributes as a secondary effect.

class differentials in progression to A-levels using logistic regressionand

counterfactual decomposition, developing a method applied by Erikson &

Jonsson (1996).

Boudon (1974)arguedthatinterclassdifferencesineducationalchoices 

The studyexamineshowacademicperformanceandeducationalchoicecreate 

Boudon, R. (1974). Education, Opportunity, and
Social Inequality: Changing Prospects in Western
Society. New York: Wiley.
Erikson, R. & Jonsson, J. O. (1996) in Can Education
be Equalized?, eds. Erikson, R. & Jonsson, J. O.
(Westview, Boulder, CO), pp. 65–93.

*At 16 students complete compulsory education
and choose whether they will pursue advanced
levelacademic qualifications (A-level)or not

Single-wave data.

Response rate ~55%, implying possible underestimation of 
secondary effects due to unobserved early decisions.

Data
 

Variables
YouthCohort Study (2002) sample, 
representative of 16 year-oldsinthe UK.*

NS-SEC collapsed 

Academic performance: combined GCSE scores in 
Englishand Maths, standardized to z-scores (mean = 0, SD = 1).

Choicedefined binary: decision to continue to A-level
study versus not. 

into threesocialclasses:
Salariat, Intermediate,
Working class.

Analytical model Limitations

Class Performance Outcome

Early choice
component

(unobserved)

“For example, it is possible that an anticipatory decision not to enter A-level courses
would lead to less work being done in preparing for the examinations used to
measure performance and hence to lower performance“ (p. 9733)

Primary effect

Secondary effect

Primary effects
Primary effects: differences in academic
performance across classes.
Standarizedto z-scores:

 

Performance Outcome

~75% of the effect

~25% of the effect “the 50% point corresponds
to an academic performance
score of 0.47 for students of
salariat background, as
against 0.20 for working class
students” (p. 9731)

Secondary effects and counterfactual analyses

Class
 

Performance Outcome

~75% of the effect

~25% of the effect

performance score
overall meanforclass j 

 

Counterfactualanalyses combine one class’s
performance distribution with another’s choice
probabilities.

Results show additive structure: swapping performance
distributions produces larger changes than swapping
choice curves.
Log odds and probability estimates confirm the dominant
role of performancein determining transitions.

valueof x at which50%
entrance is achieved

“To represent
secondary effects, we
use separate binary
logistic regressions
for each class
predicting whether a
student with a given
performance score, x,
enters A-level 

” education (p. 9731)
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Description →Explanation → Policy
 Why sociology needs all three

Based on John H. Goldthorpe
Description, Causal Explanation, and Policy Intervention
in Sociology (2025)

Causal sociology helps policymakers do three things:

Description
establishes
phenomena

Mechanisms
explain them

Policy
tests the stakes

Three claims drive the paper:
1 Good description matters
2 Explanation needs mechanisms
3 Policy needs causal understanding

SYNTHESIS

→

Not a choice, but a sequence

 

→

Descriptionandexplanationarecomplementary — not rival strategies.

1

Establish the
phenomenon

and reveal the pattern.

2

Specify the social
mechanism behind it.

3

Ask what policy can
change — and what it

cannot.

DESCRIPTION EXPLANATION INTERVENTION

Stopping at description, Goldthorpe argues, weakens both sociology’s scientific ambition and its value for socia

Two causal questions

 

What causes Y?

CAUSES OF EFFECTS

Goldthorperevivesabasicdistinctionoften missed in the debate.

EFFECTS OF CAUSES

Starts from an observed pattern,
problem, or regularity.

This is the primary explanatory task of
sociology.

Starts from an intervention or
exposure.

This matters when evaluating policy
effectiveness.start with description

vital for intervention analysis

What happens if we do X?

From patterns to mechanisms
 Goldthorpe rejects the idea that statistics alone can

deliver explanation.

1

2

3

POSSIBLE LINKS

BEST EXPLANATION

GOOD DESCRIPTION Reveal reliable
probabilistic

regularities

Infer mechanisms
and

triangulate evidence

to
identify potential

“Statistics cannot
simply

crank out causality.”

What counts as a strong explanation?

COHERENCE

SIMPLICITY

SCOPE

MECHANISM

Why this matters for policy

WHY POLICY
NEEDS CAUSAL

SOCIOLOGY

Interventions succeed only when the
mechanism and the support conditions are

understood.

✓

✓

✓

TARGET BETTER

ANTICIPATE LIMITS

CHECK CONDITIONS

Expect resistance, side-effects, and
political constraints on change.

Focus interventions on the mechanisms
actually producing the outcome.

Look beyond average effects to support
factors and external validity.

Good sociology makes patterns visible, mechanisms legible, an Alejandro Gonzalez: Assisted with NotebookLM
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Can Education
Be Equalized?

 

Sweden shows that educational inequality
can be reduced
through institutional reform — but not fully
erased.

The Swedish case in comparative perspective

A 5-slide synthesis for exhibition display

Core message

Edited by Robert Erikson and Jan O. Jonsson
01 Sweden is the clearest long-run case of equalization

Egalitarian welfare conditions were paired with
explicit reforms against class-based
educational inequality.
Across the comparative evidence, Sweden is
the clearest documented case of long-run
equalization.
But the outcome is partial: Sweden lowered
the gap more than most countries, not to zero.

Best one-line reading:
Sweden reduced inequality more than
most countries, but did not abolish it.

Inequality is reproduced through two channels

A. Achievement & performance gap B. Transition & choice gaps

school bias and class-coded norms

home learning and parental support

unequal preparation before key choices aspirations shaped by social position

different perceived benefits and risks

different decisions at branching points

The book treats performance differences and choice differences as the two key
engines of class inequality in education.

 

Opening more seats is not enough if students arrive unequally prepared — or evaluate educational paths unequally.

03 Why Sweden narrowed the gap

Comprehensive schooling

Student aid & open pathways
 

Later selection & mixed ability
 

Expanded secondary & adult routes
 

easier continuation

longer participation

less early separation

broader common routes

These reforms widened access. But they did not end class
reproduction, because families kept converting resources
and information into educational advantage.

Alejandro Gonzalez

Final takeaway: reform access + reform decisions

Stylized figure from the book: perceived benefits of education rise for both groups, but m

What matters most?
Moneymatters —butparental education,
school-system knowledge and aspirations

 
Class gaps persist in both performance and
in how families read the value and risk of

That is why equalization is possible, yet
typically partial.

more clearly than most countries — but
never escaped class reproduction
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