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Abstract
This paper analyzes the development of social inequality in the Polish higher
education system during its expansion after 1990 using data from the Polish
General Social Survey. Focusing on the special case of a former socialist society,
where higher education expansion has been very rapid and achieved mainly
through marketization, this paper highlights the micro-level mechanisms that un-
derlie the inequality dynamic. It shows how actor preferences embedded in the
specific historical context shape educational behavior, producing moments of
equalization and de-equalization. Class inequality regarding access to tertiary
education decreased in the early 1990s and then increased again, as participation
in the working classes stagnated at a low level in the later phases of the expansion.
In contrast, no equalization has been observed between children of different
educational origins. The analysis shows a persistent intergenerational reproduction
of educational disadvantage in spite of the expansion. Lastly, consistent with the
Effectively Maintained Inequality thesis, this paper provides evidence for under-
privileged strata being diverted into second-tier, lower-prestige educational oppor-
tunities in the private sector.
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Introduction

Throughout the last three decades, the educational landscape of developed countries has
changed much due to the processes of expansion in higher education. The pace and
scope of these developments have varied across national contexts, but the trend can
safely be regarded as universal (Schofer and Meyer 2005). Academia has addressed
multiple reasons for this dynamic, ranging from parental educational strategies (Walters
2000; Marginson 2016) to enhancing regional competitiveness in a globalized knowl-
edge economy (OECD 2007; Valero and Van Reenen 2019). Last but not least,
scholars stress the social equity aspects. The expansion of education is seen as a
chance to diminish educational inequality and increase social mobility by political
means (Pinheiro and Antonowicz 2015; Beller and Hout 2006). In fact, the assurance
of growing equity in access to higher education has been formulated as an explicit goal
of European policy (London Communiqué 2007, Bucharest Communiqué 2012). As far
as educational inequality is concerned, however, the alleged beneficial consequences of
educational expansion for the equalization of educational opportunity still pose an open
question. A body of empirical evidence shows persistent inequalities despite expansion
(Shavit and Blossfeld 1993; Arum et al. 2007; Raftery and Hout 1993; Boliver 2011).
Moreover, widening access to tertiary education is most often accompanied by pro-
cesses of internal stratification, which result from processes of horizontal differentiation
(Marginson 2016; Noelke et al. 2012; Ayalon and Shavit 2004; Lucas 2001; Czarnecki
2018; Duta et al. 2018).

Whereas most empirical evidence and theoretical frameworks regarding the consequences
of higher education expansion for inequality come from the perspective of high-income
Western countries, this paper advances the state of research by focusing on Poland, a former
socialist country in Eastern Europe. It thus offers an opportunity to reflect upon the existing
theoretical body from a different socio-historical context and to highlight the underlying
micro-level mechanisms that drive inequality in expanding higher education systems. In this
respect, the analysis clearly shows the importance of preferences embedded in status attain-
ment strategies of different social origin groups, which are context- and time-specific.

There are three distinctive features of higher education expansion in Poland that make this
case especially interesting. First, the pace of the expansion process there has been very high.
The absolute number of students increased almost fivefold from 1991 to 2006. So far, only a
few studies have addressed this issue with respect to inequality, even though the rate of
expansion is increasing worldwide and is especially strong in developing countries (Marginson
2016). I argue that a high pace of expansion may exacerbate educational inequality at the
beginning, reflecting a slower behavioral adaptation to new opportunities among less
privileged groups.

Second, higher education expansion in Poland has been accompanied by a broad market-
ization of the sector (Kwiek 2011, 2009). There is a worldwide trend towards marketization, as
it enables educational expansion despite state budgetary constraints, and it is, therefore,
especially relevant in developing countries (Altbach et al. 2009). It was important for East
Asian countries and in Latin America. Still, whereas increasing the supply of higher education
may decrease inequality in access (Arum et al. 2007), private mass higher education is often of
lesser quality (Welch 2007; Marginson 2016), and as such may constitute a stratifying moment
to the system, reproducing social inequality (Schendel and McCowan 2016). This paper
provides evidence of such a stratifying dynamic in Poland.
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Third, educational expansion unfolded in Poland under the exceptional conditions of the
country transforming to a market economy, which involved a re-valuation of different forms of
capital and channels for social mobility. This period witnessed rapidly growing labor market
returns to formal education (Nee 1989; Domański 2011), but also the emergence of a new class
of large and medium-large entrepreneurs making their fortunes at the time of the large-scale
privatization of state enterprises. I argue that this specific historical context may have shaped
the educational preferences of various social strata differently, producing equalizing moments,
and challenging the established theory.

Links between inequality and expansion

Raftery and Hout (1993) proposed a theoretical link between educational expansion and
inequality in educational attainment, labeling it Maximally Maintained Inequality (MMI).
According to this thesis, new attractive educational opportunities that emerge in the process
of educational expansion will be disproportionately absorbed by the privileged middle class,
thus leading to the persistence of class differences in educational attainment. Raftery and Hout
offer a rational choice explanation for such a pattern involving two mechanisms. First, higher
social class backgrounds attach greater utility to educational achievement; second, the cost of
education is relatively lower for more affluent families due to the concavity of the utility
function. Together, they form a structural disadvantage of lower-class backgrounds in access
to education, which results in persistent inequality. Only when higher social classes reach the
state of saturation at a given educational level will sustained educational expansion lead to
decreasing educational inequality until a given level of schooling becomes universal. In
accordance with this argument, I expect that distances will decrease between social origin
groups in their chance of entering higher education only after the privileged groups have
reached saturation with higher education (the MMI hypothesis).

MMI has been criticized for its disregard for internal differentiation and tracking as an
important vehicle of educational inequality. Horizontal differentiation and internal stratifica-
tion have appeared in reaction to growing attainment rates at a given level of education (Trow
1970; Bloch and Mitterle 2017). Quantitative differences, in the form of more or less
education, are being replaced by qualitative differences in the type of study program, field
of study, or educational institution. This argument was summarized by Lucas (2001) in the
thesis of Effectively Maintained Inequality (EMI). According to Lucas, students of lower
socio-economic backgrounds are disproportionately more often found in lower-prestige,
lower-quality, and less-selective educational institutions or programs, which offer lower
occupational returns. Such a diversion may be especially strong in systems that select on
merit, as high cultural capital increases school performance (DiMaggio 1982). For the
subsequent analysis, I expect that students of lower social origin will bear a higher risk of
being enrolled in second-tier higher education opportunities (diversion hypothesis).

One possible source of internal differentiation is the marketization of higher education.
According to Arum et al. (2007), educational systems in which funding from private sources
plays a significant role exhibit higher participation rates, but they are also more internally
stratified, typically with exclusive status-seeking, first-tier institutions, and an inclusive client-
seeking, second-tier segment. In systems where expansion has been mainly driven by private
funding, its effect on educational inequality is principally indeterminate. On the one hand, a
higher participation level may generate saturation in higher classes and decrease ability
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requirements, thus leading to decreasing social origin effects in attainment. For example,
Ayalon and Mcdossi (2019) have recently shown that, for Israel, privately financed higher
education opportunities provide an effective channel to graduation in lucrative study fields for
wealthy children of nonacademic backgrounds. On the other hand, market-based systems rely
on tuition fees, a condition that may hinder lower classes from taking advantage of educational
opportunities because of financial constraints. Higher educational attainment in such systems
would, therefore, more strongly rely on economic than educational capital. For Poland, I
expect social class background to be a stronger predictor of enrolment chances than parental
education (the expansion via marketization hypothesis).

Last but not least, no attention has been paid to the pace of the expansion process within the
frameworks of MMI or EMI. It is possible, however, that the speed of change in the
educational landscape may influence the strength of relative disadvantage in access among
underprivileged social groups and its temporal dynamic. On the one hand, as proposed by
Blossfeld et al. (2017), the rapid growth in educational opportunity should decrease the level of
inequality because the desired good is less scarce; hence, there is less conflict over its
distribution. However, the authors report inconsistent results. Most importantly, despite high
rates of higher education expansion in post-socialist countries, they find rising, not declining
social origin effects on attainment there. On the other hand, rapid growth in tertiary education
opportunities may increase the importance of informational deficits and behavioral adaptation
as factors driving inequality. Where educational opportunities expand very fast, the difference
in accessibility between social strata may be more pronounced, because time is needed for
families of lower social background to adjust their educational behavior. Accordingly, one
could expect to see persistent inequality in educational attainment even after the saturation
level among privileged classes is reached. In such a scenario, the expansion at the tertiary level
would simply come to a halt. Thus, I assume chances for enrolment in tertiary education of
lower social origin groups to stay low even after higher social strata have reached the highest
enrolment rates (the adaptational lag hypothesis).

So far, both the MMI and EMI theses have been only rudimentarily tested in the context of
transition societies. Most notably, state socialist countries do not fit MMI well, as countries
displaying high enrollment rates in post-secondary education (like Russia), as well as countries
with low participation at the post-secondary level (like the former GDR), display low social
origin effects on educational achievement (Hout 2007). MMI seems, therefore, particularly
suited to inform research in democratic countries with a market economy. It is an open
question, however, if expansion during a system change from state socialism to capitalism
will result in a societal dynamic as described by MMI. Wu (2010) finds growing social
inequalities in access to upper secondary education in China following educational expansion
there. Kogan et al. (2012), analyzing cross-sectional data for a number of post-socialist
European societies, report strong social origin effects at the secondary and tertiary education
level regarding the choice of educational tracks. Blossfeld et al. (2017) find that the expansion
of higher education in post-socialist countries has increased inequality in access to educational
opportunities. Growing social inequalities have also been reported for Russia
(Konstantinovskiy 2017).

For Poland, the current state of research on inequality in access to higher education is mixed
due to the different methodologies and data used. On the one hand, Kwiek (2009) describes
Poland as a “success story” in terms of its ability to raise the overall level of education in
society despite severe budgetary constraints in the first phase of its transformation. Similarly,
Wasielewski (2015) finds growing chances for rural youth to achieve tertiary education in the

646 Higher Education (2021) 81:643–664



course of the educational expansion. In contrast, Domański (2008) reports growing inequality
in educational attainment in Poland between 1982 and 2006. Similarly, Kwiek (2015) sees
Poland among the four least-fluid European countries (together with Italy, Ireland, and
Portugal) regarding the intergenerational transmission of tertiary education status. A recent
analysis by Herbst and Rok (2014) provides a differentiated picture. Educational reproduction
has fallen substantially in the course of higher education expansion. At the same time,
inequality concerning family income has followed a u-shaped pattern. Using canonical
correlation analysis, Sawiński (2018) finds stable social origin effects on the transition to
university after completing secondary education in Poland after 1989 compared with the
socialist period. Regarding inequality within tertiary education, Herbst and Rok (2014) provide
cross-sectional evidence for a substantial diversion of lower educational background students
into less prestigious, tuition-fee-based, and part-time study programs in the year 2008.

In order to provide background information on the specific case under study, the next
section describes the development within Poland’s tertiary education sector with special
attention to the quantitative growth and privatization of higher education. I also sketch a wider
social context in which the process of expansion took place, that is, in a society simultaneously
undergoing a major transformation from state socialism to capitalism. Section four describes
the data and methodology. Section five presents the results, and section six concludes.

The expansion of higher education: The Polish case

The structure of the Polish higher education system is organized hierarchically in three
autonomous educational cycles of bachelor’s, master’s, and doctorate studies, thus complying
with the framework of the European Higher Education Area. A small portion of academic
study programs still offers tuition in an integrated long cycle granting a master’s degree. The
majority of students attaining a bachelor’s degree continue their education at the master’s level
(Zając et al. 2017) because the bachelor’s degree is still regarded as incomplete higher
education (Piróg 2013) and attributed with lower social prestige (Kwiek 2014). A major
feature of the system, which distinguishes it from other post-socialist countries, is its high
proportion of private capital, both on the supply and on the demand side, which has been the
main driving force of expansion from the early 1990s onwards.

Higher education in Poland under state socialism was a small unitary system of public
universities that served not more than 10% of the student population. Access to higher
education was predominantly based on academic ability, tested in university-internal admis-
sion examinations. The working classes enjoyed some degree of preferential treatment, which
became relevant around the admission threshold. Despite the socialist equity ideology, access
to higher education was largely limited to children of university-educated parents (the intel-
ligentsia) (Kwiek 2009). The early 1990s saw an upsurge in demand for higher education,
which could not be accommodated within public higher education institutions (Kwiek 2018).
In the first two decades of the transformation to a market economy, wage premiums from
tertiary level credentials sharply increased (Domański 2011), and higher education was
regarded as giving protection from the risk of unemployment (Jeruszka 2011), which increased
interest in studying among the youth.

The early liberalization of the legislation in higher education (in 1990 and again in 1997)
facilitated a rapid growth in privately funded higher education opportunities—at newly created
private higher education institutions or as tuition-fee-based part-time studies at public universities.
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The predominantly client-seeking institutions have lower or no admission criteria besides a second-
ary school diploma, and they pose an alternative for those who fail in the competition for admission
to free studies at public universities. However, the quality of tuition in privately financed study
programs is considered to be lower than in full-time programs at public universities. They lack
prestige and social legitimacy (Jablecka 2007; Antonowicz et al. 2017), and offer significantly lower
labor market returns (Długosz 2013). A result of themarketization has therefore been the emergence
of second-tier, demand-absorbing higher education opportunities, which supplement a free-of-
charge but selective offer at public universities. A major share of the quantitative growth in the
tertiary sector, but also a recent decline, is attributable to the development of the second tier. Figure 1
summarizes the key statistics on higher education in Poland over time, and marks the cohorts of the
study (see Data and methodology section below).

In the socialist period, the number of students varied little, mainly reflecting the variation in
cohort sizes. Throughout the last decade of communist rule in Poland, the net participation rate
in higher education increased by two percentage points (from 7.5 to 9.5%). Starting in 1990,
the absolute number of students rose rapidly due to rising propensity for higher education but
also due to growing cohort numbers. The year 2006 witnessed the highest number of students
– nearly two million. The net participation rate in this period quadrupled, from less than 10%
to 41% in the peak year of 2009. Much of this expansion was achieved through marketization,
both in the form of private provision and private funding (Kwiek 2009). The number of
students in private higher education institutions rose until 2008, when it reached 34% of the
whole student population. It is important to note that private providers outnumber public ones.
In the peak year of 2010, there were 330 private higher education institutions, which
comprised 72% of the total. Hence, private providers are multiple but small. The percentage
of students paying tuition fees, which also contains part-time students at public universities,
was 63%, the highest in 2000, decreasing afterward, although it remained at a high level
throughout the following decade.

The 2010s witnessed a significant drop in the number of students at private higher education
institutions and in the percentage of fee-paying students. This development is mainly demograph-
ically driven. With decreasing cohort sizes, the competition over free-of-charge study places at
public universities (which also expanded in the meantime) declines and the secondary, demand-
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driven higher education sector contracts (Kwiek 2016). Moreover, the 2010s witnessed a slight
decline in the net participation rate – to 37% in 2016, whichmay be attributed to declining relative
returns from higher education from the mid-2000s (Myck and Najsztub 2016) and growing
unemployment rates among higher education graduates (Jeruszka 2011).

The quantitative expansion in the higher education sector in Poland, quite exceptional
regarding its pace, came about at a time of rapid economic transformation from state socialism
to capitalism. On the one hand, this process resulted in rising premiums to higher educational
levels, which is congruent with the modernization theory and the market transition theory (Nee
1989). A rise in the market value of higher education was established for Poland (Domański
2011), thus increasing the desirability of higher educational attainment.

On the other hand, the early transformation years also witnessed the emergence of a new
business class, while access to this class was greatly facilitated by the social position held prior
to the transformation, but not necessarily by the level of formal education. Those holding the
top or near-top positions in the state socialist social hierarchy (the nomenklatura) had access to
monetary resources, political power, and social networks. They also had relevant information
that was crucial in promoting successful business activities, which flourished in the gray zone
between the state and the private sector (Staniszkis 1990; Nee and Cao 2002). Słomczyński
and Shabad (1996) established that, at the beginning of the transformation in Poland, social
mobility into the business class was highest in the groups of top and middle managers and
experts, that is, the top positions in the state socialist occupational hierarchy. Mach and
Słomczyński showed by means of a logistic regression that holding a middle managerial
position (which they define as being in charge of at least 25 subordinates, or of subordinates
having subordinates themselves) and higher reported income prior to the transformation, but
not educational level, significantly increased the odds of becoming a businessman (cited after
Słomczyński and Shabad 1996). It can be argued that resources relevant for successfully
running a business and connected to being a member of the nomenklatura could also be
effectively transmitted intergenerationally, thus influencing the class reproduction strategies in
this most privileged class.

Data and methodology

The analysis was conducted on data from the Polish General Social Survey (Cichomski et al.
2013; Cichomski and Sawiński 1995). The PGSS is a repeated cross-sectional individual
survey with a wide array of questions in various socially relevant fields. Each wave of the
study is a representative sample of Polish adult society with a multistage sampling design.
Post-stratification weights are provided with the dataset. I use pooled data on individuals born
from 1960 to 1988 from the PGSS waves from 1997 to 2010 (the last wave of the study).

In order to test for the hypotheses addressed in the introductory section, I estimate a series
of logistic regression models with three hypothesis-specific dependent variables: (1) enroll-
ment in a higher education institution, (2) paying a tuition fee, and (3) obtaining a master’s vs.
a bachelor’s degree. The first one refers to the quantitative dimension of educational inequal-
ity, while the second and the third measure the degree of diversion in the higher education
sector.1 The right-hand side of the equations includes variables that capture temporal variance

1 Another interesting dimension of internal stratification of the higher education sector is studying abroad. The
PGSS dataset does not contain this information, though.
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which reflects the educational expansion; two alternative explanatory variables pertaining to
different dimensions of social origin (following Bukodi and Goldthorpe 2012): (1) father’s
social class, and (2) father’s educational level; and a number of controls. I decided to
operationalize social origin using the educational and class position of the father rather than
the mother because the generally lower employment rates of mothers would result in more
missing class data for them. Additional analysis with an alternative specification of parental
education that takes into account the mother’s educational attainment leads to similar results as
the models with the father’s education reported in the Results section; they are presented in the
Online-Appendix (Fig. A1 and Table A1).

My reference category for social origin variables is always the highest class or
educational level. It is a common practice in studies on educational inequality because
it allows for the assessment of the distance of less advantageous backgrounds to the
common benchmark of the most privileged group. For each combination of dependent
and social origin variables, I specify a constant origin-education association model
(Model 1) and a model allowing for temporal variation in this association by intro-
ducing interaction terms between time parameters and social origin variables (Model
2). In the face of concerns regarding the possibility of interpreting interaction effects
in a logistic regression model in a substantive way, recently popularized by Mood
(2010), I also estimate linear probability models as a robustness check. These alter-
native specifications are highly consistent with respect to effect patterns with the
results of logistic estimations (Figs. A2-A7 in the Online-Appendix).

The expansion process in higher education is conceptualized in two ways. For
enrollment and tuition fee, I use the method of cohort comparison most widely
adopted in the field. In the models for enrollment, I differentiate five cohorts. The
first (socialist) cohort, comprising birth years 1960 to 1965, reached eligibility for
enrollment at a higher education institution between 1979 and 1984, and it provides a
benchmark for inequalities in higher education before expansion. The second
(transition) cohort was born between 1966 and 1970, thus reaching their higher
education eligibility age in the years 1985–1989. This cohort may have responded
to emerging new opportunities after 1989 and taken up studies belatedly because they
were still relatively young at that time. The third cohort was born from 1971 to 1976
and represents the first stage of expansion in the higher education sector, which was
characterized by a share of private higher education institutions that was still small.
The fourth cohort consists of people born from 1977 to 1982 and represents the
heyday of the expansion with a rapidly increasing proportion of private providers.
Towards the end of the higher education entry period of the fifth cohort (comprising
individuals born between 1983 and 1988), the expansion dynamic weakens, whereas
the share of students enrolled in private institutions is at its peak. In the models
concerned with paying for tuition, I drop the first and the second cohorts, because
there were no tuition-fee-based study opportunities in the socialist period.

For the estimation of the chances of graduating with an MA, I confine my analysis
to the 1971–1983 birth cohorts because, in order to be able to discriminate the type of
attainment, the sample had to finish their education. I set the cut-point at 27 years,
which is 3 years after the regular age of finishing with a master’s degree, in order to
reduce a possible bias towards the lower attainment level in younger cohorts due to
non-completion at the time of the survey. Restricting the sample to individuals not
younger than 27 means that the last cohort with available information is 1983.
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Because the time horizon is essentially only 12 years, instead of cohort effects, I
estimate a linear time trend (see, for example, Boliver 2011). In fact, participation
rates in higher education in Poland grow almost linearly from 1990 to 2002, at which
time the speed of the process decreases. The decrease coincides with the last couple
of birth years of my sample, so forcing linearity to the data can be considered of
minor relevance.

Parental social class was obtained by transforming the ISCO codes of the father’s occupa-
tion at the respondent’s age of 14 into a ten-category EGP class scheme (Erikson et al. 1979)
using the isko package in Stata (Hendrickx 2002). It was subsequently recoded into four
categories: (1) upper service class (as is, comprising owners of large companies, higher-level
managers and administrators, and higher professionals), (2) lower service class (as is, i.e.,
lower-grade professionals, managers, and administrators, higher-grade technicians and super-
visors of non-manual workers), (3) entrepreneurs (small proprietors with and without em-
ployees taken together), and (4) working class (a broad category combining manual
supervisors, skilled and unskilled manual workers, and farmers, as well as a very small group
of routine non-manual workers). The EGP scheme is currently the most widely used class
scheme in European stratification research (Breen 2004). Previous studies have shown that the
EGP classes depict social stratification in Poland quite well and do not differ from national
classifications in their predictive power (Domański and Przybysz 2003). The parental educa-
tion variable was recoded into four categories: (1) tertiary, (2) upper secondary and post-
secondary non-tertiary, (3) lower secondary vocational, and (4) elementary and less than
elementary education.

All estimated models control for typical regressors of enrolment in higher education
(Rahona López 2009; Duta et al. 2018; Hanushek 1992; European Commission 2018) that
are here of secondary interest: gender, the number of siblings, and the place of residence coded
as a dummy variable representing the rural-urban divide.2 Moreover, I apply dummies for
survey waves in the pooled dataset (all not reported in the coefficient tables, available from the
author on request). The analysis was conducted on weighted data.

The estimation samples differ regarding which dependent variable is analyzed. For the
enrollment and tuition-fee models, the sample comprises the waves 1997 to 2010 and
individuals 20 years old or older at the time of the survey. The sample sizes are 1678 and
1750 for enrolment, and 657 and 691 for tuition-fee, for models with parental social class and
education, respectively. Letting the estimation sample start with 20-year-olds makes it possible
to extend the analysis onto younger cohorts offering a longer observation window. However, it
introduces a potential bias, because belated enrollment of the older cohorts can be observed in
the data to a greater extent than that of the younger cohorts.

For the differentiation of bachelor’s versus master’s degree attainment, the data is confined
to the 2002 to 2010 waves, because the earlier version of the educational scale did not
discriminate between these two credentials, and to individuals aged 27 and older. This
significantly limits the sample size to 247 for social class and to 255 for education. Table 1
presents descriptive statistics of the variables and sample sizes of the estimated models.

2 Of separate interest is, if patterns of social inequality in access to tertiary education develop differently in rural
and urban populations. Whereas a differentiation with respect to class of origin is less informative because of a
strong bias towards the working class, I have obtained predictions of participation chances for various educa-
tional backgrounds in the population of rural youth. The results (presented in Online-Appendix, Fig. A8) are very
consistent with the estimates for the aggregate population and supportive for the Maximally Maintained
Inequality argument.
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Results

Inequality in access to higher education

According to the MMI hypothesis, because the rate of growth in participation rates is higher
than shifts in the distribution of social background characteristics, I expect to find rising
participation levels across all social origin groups. At the same time, these group-specific
increases are such that the relative odds of participating in higher education between the most
privileged social background and other backgrounds remain constant until the privileged
groups have reached saturation.3

Table 2 summarizes the results of a binary logistic regression of participation in
higher education. Firstly, we can see that in the mean view of all cohorts under
investigation (Models #1), there is both a considerable social class as well as parental
education gradient on the probability of being enrolled in a higher education institution.
The odds for those with entrepreneurial and working-class backgrounds are only 38 and
26% of the odds of children of the upper service class, respectively (Table 2, column 1).
Coming from a family with upper secondary education decreases the odds of participat-
ing in higher education to 45% of the reference group with a tertiary-educated father.
Having a father with only lower secondary or elementary education reduces the odds by
a factor of 0.16 and 0.11, respectively (Table 2, column 3). A look at the model fit
statistics reveals that the educational dimension of social origin has more explanatory

Table 1 Descriptive statistics of samples for each model

Enrollment Tuition fee Master’s degree

Social class Education Social class Education Social class Education
% % % % % %

Social class of origin
Upper service class 13.99 19.33 19.84
Lower service class 13.30 18.11 22.27
Entrepreneurs 7.22 10.81 6.88
Working class 65.50 51.75 51.01

Father’s education level
Tertiary 11.02 17.8 20
Upper secondary 29.25 40.81 40
Lower secondary 37.75 34.15 30.20
Elementary 21.98 7.24 9.80

Enrolled in HEI 46.27 46.63
Tuition fee 49.01 49.64
Master’s degree 78.54 79.22
Birth cohort
1960-65 25.26 24.93
1966-70 17.05 16.90
1971-76 26.20 26.12 39.88 39.07
1977-82 21.11 21.42 39.27 39.65
1983-88 10.38 10.64 20.85 21.27

N 2023 2106 657 691 247 255

3 I follow the research practice and speak of saturation with higher education in a given social background when
the enrollment rate reaches 80% (Hout 2006; Arum et al. 2007).
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power than the social class dimension. Secondly, the average chance of participating in
higher education grows in each consecutive cohort. The odds of participating in tertiary
education in the fifth cohort are between three and a half to four times higher4 than in the
first (socialist) cohort, which is the baseline representing the conditions before the major
expansion that started in the early 1990s (Table 2, columns 1 & 3). Moreover, it is a
conservative estimation because the participation of the youngest cohort is biased down
due to differences in the age distribution of cohorts in the pooled dataset. Hence, an
increase in the participation rate in higher education in Poland over the two following
decades reflects a change in educational behavior, not mere compositional changes of
social background characteristics.

Allowing changes in participation odds between cohorts to vary over social origin groups
(Models #2) informs about the dynamic of social inequality in access to tertiary education. I

4 Differences between cohort effects in estimations with educational and social class origin are due to small
sample differences

Table 2 Estimates of binary logistic regressions. Odds ratios

Class Education

Model 1 Model 2 Model 1 Model 2

(1) (2) (3) (4)

OR s.e. OR s.e. OR s.e. OR s.e.

Cohort (ref. 1960–65)
1966–70 1.62** 0.27 1.59 0.68 1.41* 0.24 0.97 0.51
1971–76 2.56*** 0.39 1.66 0.63 2.15*** 0.32 2.28 1.12
1977–82 3.25*** 0.51 3.60** 1.62 2.76*** 0.43 3.13* 1.66
1983–88 4.01*** 0.80 4.42* 2.99 3.59*** 0.70 7.77 8.19

Parental social class/ education (ref. upper service class/ tertiary)
Lower service class/Upper secondary (II) 0.62* 0.12 0.36* 0.14 0.45*** 0.09 0.51 0.20
Entrepreneurs/ Lower secondary vocational
(III)

0.38*** 0.09 0.31* 0.18 0.16*** 0.03 0.12*** 0.05

Working class/ Elementary (IV) 0.26*** 0.04 0.25*** 0.08 0.11*** 0.03 0.12*** 0.05
Interaction terms class/ education x cohort
II x 1966-70 1.06 0.65 1.23 0.74
II x 1971-76 3.30* 1.83 0.59 0.33
II x 1977-82 2.01 1.24 0.81 0.48
II x 1983-88 1.74 1.60 0.73 0.82
III x 1966-70 0.99 0.85 1.86 1.12
III x 1971-76 0.98 0.73 1.36 0.76
III x 1977-82 1.04 0.80 1.22 0.72
III x 1983-88 3.09 3.08 0.56 0.61
IV x 1966-70 1.04 0.49 1.78 1.09
IV x 1971-76 1.51 0.63 1.11 0.65
IV x 1977-82 0.74 0.36 0.54 0.35
IV x 1983-88 0.69 0.48 0.11 0.14
Baseline odds 0.87 0.29 0.98 0.38 0.95 0.33 0.89 0.40

N 2023 2023 2106 2106
McFadden’s Pseudo-R2 0.11 0.12 0.14 0.15

*for p<.05, ** for p<.01, and *** for p<.001

The models control for gender, number of siblings, rural/urban residence and survey wave
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start with the model for parental education (Table 2, column 4). Here, the interaction effects are
not significant, indicating insignificant changes in relative odds between social origin groups
despite the expansion of educational opportunity. Thus, regarding educational background,
there is no evidence of inequality in access to tertiary education decreasing, or increasing
following the expansion of study opportunities. In contrast, Model 2, for social class (Table 2,
column 2), reveals important differences between social class origin groups. The main effect
for the third cohort, which is now the conditional effect in the upper service class, decreases
considerably and turns insignificant. Thus, in the first phase of the tertiary education expan-
sion, the growth in the odds of enrollment among the most privileged group was very weak at
best. A strong and positive interaction effect for the lower service class in the third cohort
suggests that the rapid growth in the odds of participating in higher education in the first half of
the 1990s, as indicated by Model 1 (Table 2, column 1), was driven mainly by this class. In
turn, the odds of children from the upper service class participating in higher education grew
strongly in the subsequent cohorts. Their relative chance of enrolling increases by the fifth
cohort to four and a half times the pre-expansion level. The non-significant interaction effects
for other classes point to the fact that the development dynamic there has not been sufficiently
different from the highest class as to yield a significant estimate, given the sample size. It is
important to note here, however, that the growth in participation chances has been, in fact, the
highest in the lower service class. When this class serves as baseline, the model postestimation
shows a significantly lower growth in chances for enrollment in the working class by the
fourth cohort.

Because of the multiplicative character of interaction terms in a logit model, they are not
always easy to interpret (Buis 2010). Therefore, in order to get a better understanding of the
inequality dynamic, it is useful to look at the predicted probabilities of different social origin
groups across cohorts participating in higher education. Figure 2 presents the estimations and
their respective confidence intervals.

Children of tertiary-educated fathers were able to retain or even increase their advan-
tage relative to other educational backgrounds as tertiary education expanded. Only after
this group achieved participation rates of over 80% did children of upper secondary-
educated fathers start to reduce their distance. This development is highly congruent with
the MMI thesis. In contrast, the relations between social classes developed in a manner
that contradicts it. In the early phase of the expansion, the participation rates in the upper
service class stagnated, so the lower service class caught up with the most privileged
group. At that time, the working class also reduced their disadvantage. In the following
cohorts, the chances of participation rose disproportionally strongly for the upper service
class, and the cleavage between them and the working class widened again. Such a
dynamic points to the exceptional phase of the early 1990s. It is plausible that at that time
of mass privatization and lucrative business opportunities within the emerging private
sector, the most privileged class of higher managers of state enterprises and party officials
decided not to invest in education as a social reproduction strategy, but to engage directly
in business instead. Importantly, the chances of students of an entrepreneurial background
increased very fast in the later phases of expansion, and by the fifth cohort, they had
reached participation rates equal to the service classes. At the end of the expansion phase,
the opportunity structure regarding class background presented a dichotomy between the
disadvantaged working class and the intermediate and service classes.

The data corroborates the adaptational lag hypothesis. Working-class children’s odds of
participating in higher education increased considerably only in the second and the third

654 Higher Education (2021) 81:643–664



cohort, and then it almost stagnated at a low level in the following period despite the saturation
or near saturation in the higher social classes. Whereas this initial increase can be attributed to
the working class achieving the existing educational aspirations level that had been suppressed
by reduced educational opportunities in the past, its subsequent stagnation may be an
indication of them failing to adapt to the new opportunities. Similarly, the growth in partic-
ipation rates in lower educational backgrounds is weak despite saturation levels being reached
in the academic and upper secondary educational groups. In the most disadvantaged group,
with elementary-educated fathers, the chances of participating actually decrease, which can be
attributed to the changing composition of this group resulting from the educational expansion
in the parental generation. All in all, the results indicate that even under the condition of
saturation in higher social origin groups, the odds of individuals from lower social back-
grounds participating in higher education may not rise owing to failing educational aspirations
there. In such a case, the educational expansion comes to a halt, a situation that can indeed be
observed in Poland.

Lastly, according to the expansion via marketization thesis, I expected to find stronger
effects of social class than parental education on the odds of attending higher education. The
data speak against this assumption. Overall, the predictive power of parental education is
higher than that of parental social class. The model fit statistic for otherwise identical models
(#1 and #2) is higher for the specification with education. Furthermore, the two social origin
dimensions show different development patterns of their effect in the course of educational
expansion. Educational inequality with respect to class declines, even if only in the upper part
of the social structure. The lower service class and, somewhat later, also the entrepreneurial
class reduce their distance to the most privileged group. In contrast, the difference in the
probability of participating in higher education between children of tertiary-educated fathers
and children with lower qualified fathers increases. Lastly, a model specification containing
both dimensions of social background shows that across the whole sample social class effects
are mediated via education (see Table A2 in the appendix). They become insignificant after
controlling for the father’s educational attainment. Still, there is an important gender dimension
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Fig. 2 Predicted probabilities of enrollment in higher education institution across cohorts and social origin
groups
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in the effect of class—lower class positions significantly disadvantage men, but not women
(results not shown; available on request from the author). It seems, therefore, that throughout
the expansion, money was not such an important barrier to participation as cultural capital in
the form of parental education (Bourdieu and Passeron 1990; Jæger 2011; Roksa and
Robinson 2017).

Inequality within the higher education system

I turn now to the question concerning the increased propensity of students of lower social
origin to be enrolled in lower status educational programs as a concomitant of expansion in
higher education. According to the diversion thesis, with a growing proportion of a birth
cohort attending a given level of education, processes of internal stratification within this level
occur, thus effectively maintaining educational inequality. In this paper, I use two indicators of
diversion: being enrolled in a study program with a tuition fee, and attaining a more
demanding master’s degree compared to finishing tertiary education with only a bachelor’s
degree. Two binary logistic regression models predict the chances of a respective positive
outcome regarding the social origin characteristics of students.

The columns 1 to 4 of Table 3 inform about the odds of having to pay for one’s studies. We
see that the average odds of being enrolled in a privately funded program do not increase as the
expansion progresses. After the initial major rise in the early 1990s, the entry rates to paid
programs of any kind remained largely stable. It is important to note, though, that given the
relatively small sample size, changes in the magnitude of several percentage points do not
yield a statistically significant effect.

There are substantial social class and parental education effects on the relative probability of
being admitted to a study program with a tuition fee. Consistent with the expectation of the
diversion thesis, lower social classes are less capable of securing their children a place on a
more prestigious, full-time study program at a public higher education institution. For the
children of the working class the odds of having to pay for their studies is almost two times
larger than that of children of the upper service class. (Table 3, column 1). The case for the
other dimension of social inequality – parental education – is much the same. Coming from an
upper secondary-educated family increases the odds of being in a program with a tuition fee
more than one and a half times, and a lower secondary background raises the odds more than
two times (Table 3, column 3). The effect for children with only elementary-educated fathers is
not significant in the sample in the proposed model specification. Because children of
elementary-educated fathers reside mostly in rural areas and have a higher number of siblings,
it is possible, however, that the effect is dragged down by the control variables. In the
alternative specification, which controls neither for the place of residence nor for the number
of siblings, the estimated effect is high and significant at the 0.05 level. Additionally, the
category is much smaller in size than for the upper and lower secondary educated, which may
lead to larger standard errors.

At the same time, there is little dynamic in the odds ratios between groups with different
educational and class backgrounds. The coefficients for interaction terms (Table 3, columns 2
& 4) are not significant, suggesting that inequality in access to more prestigious free-of-charge
study programs is stable. It seems, therefore, that from the beginning of the 1990s, the market-
driven expansion of the tertiary sector created a secondary path to higher education attainment
for lower educational backgrounds, thus first creating and then stabilizing inequality in this
respect. In Model 2, with parental education (Table 3, column 4), the effects of parental
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educational background turn insignificant. Obviously, the small sample size makes it hard to
reach standard significance levels of differences between social origin groups within cohorts.
There is little difference in coefficient values compared to Model 1 (column 3), however,
which suggests that the effect of parental education is stable across cohorts and significant
across the whole sample (as indicated by Model 1).

The second indicator for diversion adopted in this study was the choice to quit
after obtaining a bachelor’s degree or to continue studying and achieve a master’s
degree. The columns 5 to 8 in Table 3 summarize the binary logistic estimation
results. Lower educational and class backgrounds are disadvantaged when it comes to
attaining a master’s degree. On average, the odds of children with a working-class
background ending their studies with a master’s degree is only 39% of the reference
category upper service class (Table 3, column 5). Having a father educated at the
lower secondary level decreases the odds more than three times compared with the
reference category of children of a tertiary-educated father (Table 3, column 7). The
effects for children of only elementary-educated fathers, as well as for children from
an upper secondary educational background, are not significant in my sample. Due to
the small sample size, even effects of considerable size may not achieve standard
significance levels; therefore, further analysis of larger datasets is necessary in order
to achieve a reliable picture of the amount of disadvantage. Nevertheless, the magni-
tude of the estimated effects suggests that it is non-negligible. The model also points
at a general trend of the decreasing prevalence of a master’s degree. The odds of
attaining one fall in each consecutive birth cohort to ca. 90% of the previous year, on
average. It is a clear effect of the development of the private sector in higher
education, which offered mainly lower-level degrees only. It is also the result of the
Bologna Process, which contributed to a further spread of bachelor’s degrees within
the Polish higher education system by introducing them at state universities (Kwiek
2014).

According to the model specification with interaction terms (Table 3, column 8), the
propensity to finish education at the master’s level decreases at the same pace in each
educational background category, thus resulting in stable social inequality in this
respect. In contrast, interaction terms with social class reveal differences in develop-
ment patterns between classes (Table 3, column 6). With the expansion of tertiary
education, the odds of achieving a master’s degree decrease for the lower service class
more strongly than for the reference category upper service class, which may be
interpreted as an increasing diversion of lower service class students into obtaining
only a bachelor’s degree. In contrast, entrepreneurial background increases the chances
for the higher-level degree, thus compensating for the initial disadvantage of this class.
This high dynamic may also explain why the average effects for both classes are
insignificant in the model without interaction terms. The odds of obtaining a master’s
degree are stable in the upper service class and the working class, preserving the
relative disadvantage of the latter group.

Figures 3 and 4 provide a graphical summary of the obtained results with respect to the two
indicators of diversion in the higher education sector in a probability metric.

To sum up, expansion via marketization has created second-tier educational oppor-
tunities, which allowed lower-education and lower-class backgrounds to enter tertiary-
level education, but it resulted in internal inequality. Children of lower social class and
educational backgrounds are less likely to study at a public higher education institution
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in more prestigious tuition-free programs and are less likely to achieve a master’s
degree. Importantly, the relative disadvantage of working class and lower secondary
educational backgrounds does not increase across birth cohorts, possibly indicating
stronger selection mechanisms to any type of tertiary education there than in the lower
service class and upper secondary education background.
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Fig. 3 Predicted probabilities of paying a tuition fee across cohorts and social origin groups. Upper panel:
father’s social class. Lower panel: father’s education
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Fig. 4 Predicted probabilities of achieving a master’s degree across time and social origin groups. Left panel:
father’s social class. Right panel: father’s education
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Conclusions

The major goal of this paper was to test the Maximally Maintained Inequality and the
Effectively Maintained Inequality theses on the case of a post-socialist society with very rapid
growth in higher education opportunities, which was mainly achieved by the marketization of
this sector. According to the analysis presented in this paper, the Polish case corroborates the
EMI thesis. There is indeed evidence of a diversion of lower social origin students into less
prestigious and lower quality educational programs offered mostly by the private tertiary
education sector, which emerged and grew rapidly from the early 1990s. Such a high pace
of expansion via marketization was possible because there was a high amount of unmet
demand for tertiary education in Polish society. On the one hand, privately funded tertiary
education was fueled by this demand. On the other, it was made possible by academic staff’s
demand for additional sources of income in the emerging market economy, owing to com-
paratively low remuneration in public higher education institutions. Both the emerging private
providers as well as tuition-fee-based part-time programs at public universities provided
opportunities for extra pay. As a result, a second-tier tertiary education offer emerged, which
has absorbed students from less privileged social backgrounds. The accessibility for the lower
social origin groups increased, but at the cost of diversion.

The MMI thesis, in contrast, does not find unequivocal support in the analysis, showing that
there are important limits to its universality as a macro-level theory, and that they lie possibly
in the issue of preferences. According to the statistical model, which allows the social class
effects on the chances of participating in higher education to vary between cohorts, it was the
lower service class who benefitted, mostly in the early phase of expansion. Even though the
highest class was far from the saturation point at that time, the odds of this social origin group
participating in higher education increased at a below-average rate. As a result, the distance
between the two classes vanished much earlier than the MMI argument would predict.
Furthermore, in the younger cohorts, there is no sign of rising participation rates in lower
social origin groups despite higher social strata having reached a state of saturation.

The empirical evidence can only be explained if the theoretical argument is extended to
account for changing educational preferences. Such an extension was formally proposed by
Breen and Goldthorpe (1997) in their RAT model of educational decisions. The authors show
that (a) persistent educational inequality is conditional upon differences between classes in
their educational preferences, which in turn arise from their different paths to status
reproduction; and that (b) the educational equalization process greatly depends on the
evolution of the educational preferences of underprivileged classes for higher levels of
schooling (see also most recent evidence from China, Liu 2019). With respect to (a), the
higher class will invest in tertiary education because it gives them the best chances for
social status reproduction. However, when alternative channels to achieve a preferred
social position emerge, their educational motivation may change, reflecting opportunities
in other domains. Such a situation might indeed have occurred at the beginning of the
1990s in Poland, a time of rapid privatization of state enterprises and emerging business
opportunities, for which access to social networks and relevant information (greatly
monopolized by the nomenklatura) was of crucial importance. This exceptional phase
of an emerging market economy resulting in a temporal change in educational prefer-
ences of the most privileged social group was of limited duration, however. Therefore, in
the following cohorts, we observe rapidly rising participation rates in the highest class,
compensating for the stagnation in the early 1990s.
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Regarding (b), inequality in educational attainment will decrease under the condi-
tion of saturation in higher social backgrounds, on condition that there is an unmet
demand for education in the lower classes. If, however, the educational aspirations of
the underprivileged do not change, their level of participation will not increase, and
expansion will come to a halt. Because of a general trend of rising returns to
education, Breen and Goldthorpe assume increasing educational motivation also in
lower social status groups. However, in a situation of the rapid growth of study
opportunities, its pace may be higher than the speed of attitude change. In such a
case, in congruence with the adaptational lag hypothesis formulated in this paper, the
expansion of higher education would unfold as an unsteady process, with an initial
expansion, then a period of stability (with higher social strata having reached satura-
tion and lower social status groups still clinging to the “old” level of educational
aspirations) and then again an expansion phase. Such a three-phase development
pattern has, in fact, been observed in Great Britain. By the end of my observation
window, Polish data show the beginning of a stability phase in participation rates. It
is yet to be seen if this phase of stability will be followed by a second expansion.

Most interestingly, when social origin is defined by parental education rather than social
class, the development in participation rates and odds ratios between different educational
origin groups is largely congruent with the MMI thesis. Thus, the data corroborate earlier
findings of a differentiated effect of the dimensions of social origin on educational inequality.
While the new business elite may bypass educational credentials on their way to achieving the
highest social positions, the intelligentsia remains firmly attached to university education as an
indispensable element of their social status.

Lastly, it is important to address the limitations of the present study. Focusing only
on one country, and, even more so, on a country undergoing massive changes in its
major systems of social coordination, clearly does not allow us to draw causal
inferences about the relationship between educational expansion and inequality. Rath-
er, the main contribution of the paper is to turn attention to the micro-level mecha-
nisms that underly this relationship, which become manifest in the specific historical
context of the study. More precisely, I highlight the necessity to view preferences of
social strata driving their educational behavior as an empirical matter and account for
their potential dynamic, rather than treat them as fixed. Secondly, the paper suffers
from data limitations. The sample sizes are sometimes too small to allow for a
significant estimate of group-level differences. The problem pertains mostly to pre-
dictions concerning the attainment of a master’s degree versus a bachelor’s degree.
Taking into consideration the small number of observations, the results of this model
should be treated with caution. Furthermore, the category of children with only
elementary-educated fathers massively decreases in size from cohort to cohort, owing
to educational expansion at the secondary level in the parents’ generation. Estimates
for this group in the younger cohorts, therefore, lack desirable precision.
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