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Segmentation in HE – a frequently overlooked form of the reproduction of inequality 
Slavko Gaber & Veronika Tašner, CEPS, University of Ljubljana 

 

Abstract 
The last decades have witnessed important rise of the enrolment in tertiary education. With it bigger 
shares of age cohorts enrolled, absolute number and relative shares of students from lower social 
strata, ethnic minorities and women grew. In line with the above mentioned process one is in the 
position to conclude that educational inequalities are diminishing. They are still there yet they are 
less and less present. We are claiming that we are facing few conflicting, contradicting processes: 
 a) on the one hand – while enrolment is growing – number of better educated citizens is growing 
 b) on the other hand the relative value in terms of validation of the degree reached at the market of 
cultural capitals is diminishing and we are experiencing new and/or additionally emphasised divisions 
inside the same levels of degrees. 

 For understanding of these divisions concept of social capital as factor facilitating/supporting 
actualization of the cultural capital acquired is important. Yet there is another element of significan 
conceptual importance: segmentation (socially horizontal and vertical). Segmentation (Bourdieu-
Passeron; Ringer) as important factor and sign of the reproduction of social and ethnic inequality is in 
our understanding frequently missing element of the conceptualisation in empirical research an 
policy making. We will support our claim for social inequality with empirical evidence for Slovenia. 
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Indicators of equality in HE……

• Thesis: Equity indicators: 
▫ Access to education 
▫ Material conditions  
▫ Survival in education
▫ Degrees 
▫ Quality 

• No doubt: all very important for equity in HE. 
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One indicator more………

• Thesis: Need for an additional indicator
• Argumentation: 
▫ Fairly early in 1964 – Les Héritieres – study 

programs »forbidden« for lower class« (medicine 
and pharmacy); and segmentation of gender and 
class 

▫ Ringer(1989), On segmentation in modern 
European educational systems….
 Vertical and horizontal segmentation
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Segmentation as a blind spot…….

▫ Ringer: for an evidence based evaluation of education systems: 
inclusiveness(population), progressiveness(lower strata incl.) 
and segmentation – not conceptualized. 

▫ Common sense perception is that there are a number of different 
study programs and tracks and students can decide among them:

 in relation to their attainment in previous education (if capable and 
laborious);

 relative to the prospects for employment;

 and in relation to their choice and interest.
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Social construction of ……….
• Such a blindness (mis-conception) is successfully covering:
▫ the fact of social construction of the seemingly free and neutral choice 

of individuals. 

• Not free: 
 dependent on CC acquired (Bourdieu) in previous education
 related to the perceived cost and risk related to social position and 

status of the candidate(Boudon, Goldthorpe)

• Not neutral: contrary to common perception – substantially determines the
future status of degree bearers and even their children.
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Facilitating illusions……………..

• Number of tertiary education students is a 
dangerous facilitator of possible illusions related 
to education and its equity and equality 
potential. 

• Evidence 1: educational “elevator” after WW2 
moved numerous proportions of the population 
to a higher level of education scale

• Question: Social inequalities disappeared?
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Inclusive higher education - YES - and 
still……?

• For Slovenia: the number of those enrolled in 
tertiary education tripled over the last 15 years 
(30.000- 90.000 – app.) 

• While the number of graduates also went up 
from app. 6.000 to app.. 18.000, social origin 
still counts in educational achievement. 
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And yet inequalities persist……
• How come? 

• We don’t deny:
▫ growing number of population reaching higher 

education – elevator effect
▫ the importance of provided places in tertiary education
▫ the importance of average (1.3) EU investment in HE
▫ more students from lower strata 

• We find persistence as socially dependent (family 
stock of CC; ethnicity, gender etc.) while monitoring 
segmentation in HE.
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Vertical segmentation………….
• The students from the lower and lower middle class 

“opted” for shorter cycle study programs 

• And in a number of cases, they have “decided” to 
attend less prestigious university programs 
(teachers, technical professions etc.), 

• On the other hand students of upper middle class 
and higher class origins “opted” for and achieved 
degrees in law, architecture and medicine - a case of 
vertical segmentation (Ringer 1989). 
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Segmented tertiary educated 
Slovenia…………….
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Segmentation from upper secondary 
on……….
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Segmentation in HE – 2010 
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Segmentation in HE - 2010

Slavko Gaber, Veronika 
Tašner-CEPS(UL-PEF)

13

 



 27 EQUNET/CEPS Sympósion 

Conclusion 1………....................
• reproduction of social inequalities in tertiary education in 

Slovenia is taking place under seemingly horizontal (they are 
all part of tertiary education) and socially neutral distribution 
(they deserve it and they have decided for) of students and 
degrees.

• the same is going on at the transition from primary to upper 
secondary education. 

• Segmentation is today a typical form under which 
reproduction of social inequalities is taking place. 
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Conclusion: inequalities via differentiated 
inclusion…….

• each year, a significantly disproportional higher number 
of students from families with more cultural capital is
enrolled in more demanding programs of secondary and 
in particular tertiary prestigious studies

• institutions of secondary and tertiary education in 
Slovenia are taking part in reproduction of social 
inequalities not through exclusion but mainly via
differentiated inclusion. 
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