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1.1 Introduction

The legitimacy of representative democracies depends on the degree to 
which citizens are informed and engaged (de Tocqueville, 1938). Education 
has been long recognized as an important institution to ensure this 
engagement (Dahl, 1998; Glaeser, et al., 2006; Lipset, 1959; Verba et al., 
2003). Amongst scholars it is hardly disputed that educational attainment 
and the level of civic and political engagement are tightly linked. At the 
same time, a “civic engagement gap” or a “civic empowerment gap” between 
more and less socioeconomically advantaged people is well documented 
(Bovens & Wille, 2017; Dalton, 2007; Levinson, 2012; OECD, 2012; 
Schlozman & Brady, 2012; Verba et al., 1995). This gap poses a challenge 
to the democratic ideal of political equality, to a representative democracy, 
and to social cohesion (Dahl, 2007; Lijphart, 1997; Lipset, 1959; Putnam, 
2000). It is also known that policy outcomes are more responsive for the 
privileged (Gilens, 2014; Kahne & Middaugh, 2009). As Levinson (2012) 
noted, the “civic empowerment gap (…) weakens the quality and integrity of 
our democracy” (p. 48).

Within the fields of sociology, economics, political science, and educational 
science, a wide array of features of education, for example educational 
attainment and certain classroom characteristics, have been empirically 
linked to “civic outcomes” of education (Campbell, 2006; Dee, 2004; 
Deimel et al., 2020; Isac et al., 2011; Nie et al., 1996; Sampermans et al., 
2018). Characteristics of the educational system, however, have been 
understudied in this context. Although a vast body of literature exists that 
substantiates that features of educational systems have consequences 
for other key outcomes of education, such as cognitive development and 
the transition to the labor market, civic outcomes of education have been 
neglected. This outcome is unfortunate since next to increasing students’ 
cognitive skills and preparing students for the labor market, preparing 
students for participation in democracy is one of the core tasks of education 
(Van de Werfhorst, 2017). 

Within the literature that examines the relationship between educational 
systems and educational outcomes, two features of education have been 
found to be associated with differential educational outcomes: curricular 
tracking and standardization (Bol, 2013; Allmendinger, 1989; Hadjar & 
Gross, 2016; Kerckhoff, 2001; Shavit & Müller, 1998; Van de Werfhorst, 
2017; Van de Werfhorst & Mijs, 2010). Consensus has been reached 
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that (early) selection of students into different learning routes (such as 
different tracks) leads to increased social background effects on student 
performance, whereas standardizing inputs and outputs of education may 
reduce these effects. 

It is plausible that the underlying mechanisms of these relationships also 
apply to civic and political outcomes of education. In this dissertation, I 
examine whether a relationship exists between features of the education 
system and civic and political engagement. Civic and political outcomes 
of education are observed both in terms of efficiency (i.e., the degree of 
civic and political engagement) and in terms of equality (i.e., how civic and 
political engagement is distributed). 

1.2 The socialization function of education: Why should civic 
and political competencies be taught in school?

The idea that education should contribute to the socialization of citizens 
for democracy dates back to ancient Greece. Plato and Aristotle recognized 
that the fate and well-being of the individual and the polity are intertwined. 
Therefore, they believed that citizens should act in a way that benefits 
both themselves and the polity. Consequently, education should ensure 
that citizens obtain the competences and willingness to be able to do this 
(Eurydice, 2017; Heater, 2002). 

The task of education to socialize citizens for the society in which they live 
was also recognized by Emile Durkheim. Concerning education, he states 
that:

Its object is to arouse and develop in the child a certain number of 
physical, intellectual and moral states which are demanded of him by 
both the political society as a whole and the special milieu for which 
he is specifically destined… (Durkheim, 1956 [1922], p. 71) 

This definition suggests that what precisely should be learned in education 
differs between societies and individuals. However, Durkheim hints at a few 
universal themes, with “democratic morality” being one of them:
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(..) In spite of all the differences of opinion, there are at present, at 
the basis of our civilization, a certain number of principles which, 
implicitly or explicitly, are common to all (…): respect for reason, for 
science, for ideas and sentiments which are at the base of democratic 
morality. (Durkheim, 1956 [1922], p. 80)

Building on Durkheim, Talcott Parsons roughly distinguished two functions 
of education: 1) to prepare students for their adult role and 2) to allocate 
people to various functions in society (Parsons, 1959). In literature about 
the function of education in contemporary societies, these two goals are 
still reflected. Preparing for adult life, however, is further distinguished 
into the preparation for a professional life (the allocation/labor market 
function) and the preparation for functioning as a citizen in a (democratic) 
society (socialization function; Fend, 1974; Peschar & Wesselingh, 1999; Van 
Kemenade, 1981; Van de Werfhorst, 2017). 

In addition to these functionalist views that assume a harmonious society, 
there are conflict-based Marxist views of how school socializes students. 
Whereas functionalists believe that education serves the consensus in 
society, (neo-)Marxists believe that, aside from the official curriculum, 
schools also teach a so-called “hidden curriculum” that indoctrinates 
students so that they become obedient workers (Althusser, 1971; Anyon, 
1997; Ball, 2003; Bowles & Gintis, 1976; Davis & Moore, 1970). According to 
this perspective, while education may serve the maintenance of social order, 
it particularly serves the interests of the elites.

Despite whether education’s contribution to social order serves the whole 
society (functionalists) or only the advantaged groups (Marxists), the 
literature described above demonstrates that the task of education goes 
beyond teaching competencies to students to obtain a degree and to be 
successful in the labor market. In a democracy, the socialization task of 
education is to prepare citizens for participation in the democracy. Compared 
to the cognitive and labor market functions of education, this democratic 
task of education is recognized poorly within the literature on educational 
effectiveness.
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1.3 Civic and political engagement

This dissertation is concerned with educational outcomes regarding the 
socialization of students for democracy. In the literature, these outcomes are 
often called citizenship (active, good, or democratic), civic competencies, 
or civic and/or political engagement or participation. In this dissertation, 
I use the term civic and political engagement (CPE). The literature provides 
countless definitions about what constitutes the concepts above (Villalobos 
et al., 2021). These definitions differ in how the role of the state is perceived, 
what constitutes good citizenship, and the importance of membership to the 
community, and they are essentially political and contested (Knight Abowitz 
& Harnish, 2006). In fact, a unitary definition of CPE is by nature inappropriate 
in a pluralist democracy (Turner, 1993; Villalobos et al., 2021). In this 
dissertation, it is not my aim to contribute to the debate about what constitutes 
CPE; rather, because it is a political concept, it is important to briefly explain 
some dimensions of CPE and position the measures of CPE that are examined 
in this dissertation within this framework.  

From a political philosophical perspective, four main perspectives on 
citizenship are distinguished: the liberal, republican, communitarian, and 
critical perspective. Since I cannot properly do justice to these views in this 
introduction, I briefly present them based on what has been written by Miller 
(2000, see also Eidhof et al., 2016a) and by Knight Abowitz and Harnish (2006). 

First, the liberal perspective of citizenship emphasizes the freedom and 
autonomy of the individual. This freedom and autonomy applies to all citizens, 
and therefore, equality is a prerequisite. Citizens are encouraged to find their 
own definition of “the good life” and live accordingly. Consequently, respect 
and tolerance are vital, and discussion, disagreement, and consensus building 
are important skills. Furthermore, a liberalist view promotes critical thinking 
towards authorities, civic knowledge, and democratic attitudes to ensure 
individual freedom and autonomy (Hoskins, 2013; Knight Abowitz & Harnish, 
2006; Miller, 2000). 

Within the second perspective, the republican understanding of citizenship, 
the (political) community is more important than the individual, and 
citizens should identify with and be strongly committed to the community. 
Accordingly, values such as loyalty, self-sacrifice, patriotism, respect, 
service, solidarity, and responsibility to act for the common good are 
important. Civic literacy/knowledge also counts as an important skill, and 
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citizenship rights and obligations are equally important. In contrast to the 
liberalist view in which the rights of individuals are emphasized, within the 
republican view, voting is perceived as a duty rather than a right. Originally, 
the community primarily referred to the nation state, but from a more 
contemporary perspective it also refers to civic society (Hoskins, 2013; 
Knight Abowitz & Harnish, 2006; Putnam, 2000).  

Third, the communitarian view of citizenship stresses the importance of the 
community even more. Individuals are not only perceived as responsible for 
the community, but they are also dependent on it. According to this view, 
citizenship obligations are more important than rights. Some important 
communitarian competencies are knowledge and respect for existing values, 
norms, and traditions and the subjugation of the individual to the community 
(Etzioni, 2007; Miller, 2000). 

Last, the critical model of citizenship embodies all the views of citizenship 
that are critical of the status quo. These views are normally focused on 
criticizing the historical privilege of the dominant group (i.e., white males), 
reducing inequalities in power relations, and pursuing social justice. This 
model encompasses feminist, cultural (ethnic and language), and queer 
perspectives of citizenship. Furthermore, it includes views of citizenship 
that extend beyond national citizenship, such as local and global citizenship 
(Hoskins, 2013; Knight Abowitz & Harnish, 2006).

Aside from these four philosophical perspectives of citizenship, a distinction 
is made between the different ways in which CPE is manifested: knowledge, 
skills, behavior or participation, and attitudes or values (Brady et al., 1995; 
ten Dam et al., 2011; Gutmann, 1999). It is striking that within the literature on 
civic engagement, a significant amount of interest is given to the participation 
dimension. Participation, however, is not sufficient for democracy. While 
people can be model citizens in terms of voting (participation), if they lack 
knowledge, for instance about the various party platforms, and if they are 
unable to compare these views with their own interests and opinions (skills), 
their political voice and democratic legitimacy are inhibited. 

Furthermore, there is a difference between the civic and political dimension 
of engagement. Political engagement is conflictual in nature and concerned 
with influencing public policy (Verba et al., 1995; Verba & Nie, 1972; Zukin 
et al., 2006). Civic engagement, in contrast, is cooperative/non-conflictual 
in nature and concerned with the public good without trying to influence 
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public policy. (Admittedly, the boundary between civic engagement and 
political engagement can be somewhat of a grey area.) Some clear examples 
of political engagement are voting in elections, volunteering in a political 
campaign, and demonstrating. Some examples of civic engagement are 
volunteering for a church and fundraising for improved neighborhood 
facilities. The political and the civic dimensions combined constitute 
engagement with issues of public concern. 

Finally, CPE applies to various geographical levels. As established above, 
CPE is concerned with issues of public concern, but the concept begs the 
question of which public is targeted, as CPE can refer to the local, regional, 
national, or international level (Knight Abowitz & Harnish, 2006). 

This dissertation examines the effectiveness of education in terms of 
preparing citizens for participation in democracy. Since no consensus exists 
on what this preparation should entail, a wide scope of the dimensions of 
CPE is purposefully taken. Both types of engagement that fit in with the more 
individually oriented liberal citizenship (e.g., ethnic tolerance) and types 
of engagement that match with the more community-oriented republican 
citizenship (e.g., participation in the community) are observed. Moreover, 
the two CPE dimensions of interest in politics and civic knowledge that are 
observed on multiple occasions throughout this dissertation are central to 
all the political philosophical views described above. The dissertation is also 
concerned with both the civic and the political dimension of CPE, and it does 
not focus on any geographical level of the public in particular. Finally, the 
cognitive, attitudinal, and behavioral dimensions of CPE are represented1, 
but there is an emphasis on attitudes. For this dissertation, civic and 
political values/attitudes are particularly insightful because the population 
of interest consists of young people who may not be of voting age yet, and, 
because of their young age, they have had less opportunity to put their civic 
and political values into practice otherwise. An overview of the dependent 
variables through which CPE is studied in this dissertation is presented in 
Section 1.5.5. 

1 The skills dimension is not deliberately left out, but it is not included as a dependent variable as a result of a 
lack of available data.
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1.4 Education systems and civic and political engagement

1.4.1 Education systems and educational outcomes
When examining the relationship between inputs and outputs of education, 
it is important to consider all relevant features of the context in which 
students are learning. Aside from the differences between individuals, 
classrooms, and schools, differences between countries or regions in how 
education is organized at an institutional level also contribute to this context 
(Granovetter, 1985; Jepperson & Meyer, 2011; Weber, 1949). 

At the end of the 19th century, education became institutionalized at the 
national and/or federal level across many countries (Hadjar & Gross, 2016). 
Educational systems differ in educational laws and policies as well as less 
tangible features that are a result of cultural and historical developments 
in a country. In the last decades, the relationship between features of 
education systems and educational outcomes has received increased 
attention. The introduction of international comparative assessments of 
student achievement since the mid-1990s, such as the Programme for 
International Student Assessment (PISA; literacy, math and science), 
the Trends in International Mathematics and Science Study (TIMMS), and 
the Progress in International Reading Literacy Study (PIRLS), has led to 
a tremendous increase in country comparative studies on educational 
outcomes. The availability of cross-national data on educational outcomes 
has not only facilitated the possibility for examining the impact of features 
of the education system, but it has also emphasized its urgency. A well-
known illustration of this urgency for international comparisons of education 
systems is Germany’s “PISA shock.” 

Two features of the education system that have been found to be associated 
with differential educational outcomes are curricular tracking and 
standardization (Bol, 2013; Allmendinger, 1989; Hadjar & Gross, 2016; 
Kerckhoff, 2001; Shavit & Müller, 1998; Van de Werfhorst, 2017; Van de 
Werfhorst & Mijs, 2010). Curricular tracking entails the sorting of students 
into different curricula that often have a hierarchical order (Allmendinger, 
1989; Hallinan, 1994; Kerckhoff, 2001). In many countries, curricular tracking 
is widely accepted and justified by the idea that sorting students based on 
their cognitive competencies allows for more efficient teaching and learning 
that will result in higher student achievement. However, efforts to test this 
assumption empirically have led to mixed findings. Comparative studies 
mostly show that student performance is neither affected nor harmed by 
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tracking2 (Duru-Bellat & Suchaut, 2005; Hanushek & Wössmann, 2006; 
Horn, 2009; Schütz et al., 2008; Van de Werfhorst & Mijs, 2010; Wössmann, 
2009). Early tracking, the sorting of students at a young age (e.g., 11 or 
12 years), has particularly been found to be negatively related to student 
achievement (Hanushek & Wössmann, 2006). Moreover, many studies show 
that tracking increases social background effects on student performance 
(Hanushek & Wössmann, 2010; Van de Werfhorst & Mijs, 2010). This effect 
is more pronounced when students are selected at a younger age and there 
is a greater number of tracks (Brunello & Checchi, 2007; Marks, 2005; Van de 
Werfhorst & Mijs, 2010). 

Standardization of education refers to “the degree to which the quality of 
education meets the same standards nationwide” (Allmendinger, 1989, 
p. 233). These standards concern inputs of education, such as curricula, 
teachers’ training, school budgets, and the uniformity of school-leaving 
examinations, as well as outputs of education, such as student achievement, 
the ratio of students advancing to the next grade, and the ratio of dropouts. 
Standardization is distinguished into centralization and accountability. 
Centralization refers to the “strength of central regulations on school 
processes” (Horn, 2009), and it concerns national or subnational regulations. 
Empirical studies demonstrate that centralization is beneficial for equality 
of performance for students from different socioeconomic backgrounds 
(Horn, 2010; Van de Werfhorst & Mijs, 2010; Wössmann 2003). There is 
also evidence that this increased equality comes at the cost of lower overall 
learning outcomes (Wössmann, 2009). Accountability concerns the degree 
to which actors in education are held accountable for their performance 
(Anderson, 2005; Wössmann, 2003). The literature shows that accountability 
increases student performance, but it decreases the achievement gap 
between students from different social backgrounds (Bishop, 1997; Fuchs 
& Wössmann, 2007; Hanushek & Raymond, 2002; Hanushek & Wössmann, 
2010; Wössmann et al., 2009). Extensive evidence particularly exists for an 
equalizing effect on student performance (Bishop, 1997; Bishop & Mane, 
2004; Gamoran, 1996).

2 In addition to the vast body of studies that do not demonstrate a positive effect of tracking on student 
performance, there are some studies that do (Ariga & Brunello, 2007; Brunello & Checchi, 2007; Schutz 
et al., 2008). Korthals (2015) indicates the nuance that tracking can increase student achievement (math, 
not language) when the following conditions are met: 1) track placement is adequately based on cognitive 
proficiency and 2) the education system offers more than three tracks.
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Aside from students’ cognitive outcomes of education and educational 
achievement, features of the education system have also extensively 
been studied in relation to the labor market outcomes of education. 
Whereas the literature on the relationship between education systems 
and both educational achievement and labor market outcomes is relatively 
established, studies on the effect of education systems on the civic 
and political outcomes of education are fairly new and limited. This is 
unfortunate, as preparing citizens for participation in democracy is one of the 
core tasks of education. If features of the education system have an impact 
on the civic outcomes of education, as they do with the cognitive and labor 
market outcomes of education, it is important to have knowledge of this and, 
if necessary, to adjust educational policies. 

1.4.2 Research questions
This dissertation is concerned with the relationship between education 
systems and CPE. The central research question is the following:  

To what extent do features of the education system relate to levels of civic 
and political engagement? 

I examine this question both from the perspective of “efficiency” and 
“equality.” Within comparative education research, outcomes of education 
are typically studied in terms of efficiency and equality to examine the 
effectiveness of education. Efficiency refers to maximizing student 
performance or labor market outcomes, assuming a particular budget 
for education, whereas (in)equality is concerned with both dispersions 
in student outcomes and their association with social origin (Fuchs & 
Wössmann, 2007; Hanushek & Wössmann, 2010; Van de Werfhorst & Mijs, 
2010). Analogously, I examine the level of the outcome as an indicator of 
efficiency and dispersions and slopes by student background as indicators 
of inequality.  
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The central research question is addressed throughout the chapters by 
means of the following sub-questions:

1. What is the relationship between the degree of curricular tracking and 
civic and political engagement in terms of efficiency and equality across 
countries? (Chapter 2)

2. Does enrollment in a particular track affect the development of civic and 
political engagement? (Chapters 3 and 4)

3. Does this “track effect” differ for different dimensions of civic and 
political engagement? (Chapters 3 and 4)

4. What mechanisms play a role in the relationship between track 
placement and the development of (differential) civic and political 
engagement? (Chapters 2 and 3)

5. To what extent does standardization of civic education in secondary 
education relate to the equality of civic and political engagement of 
students? (Chapter 5)

1.4.3 Effectiveness of education for democracy
Although this dissertation focuses on both efficiency and equality of civic 
outcomes of education, the emphasis is on the latter. As Miller (1999) 
identified, different principles of social justice apply to different contexts. 
Whereas utilitarian relationships, such as economic relationships, relate 
to when one receives a reward that is equivalent to their contribution, 
in citizenship relationships each individual receives equal rights and 
obligations. After all, it is unfair to have a democracy with “second class” 
citizens. Therefore, although high levels of CPE (efficiency) are also 
desirable for a healthy democracy, this dissertation is mostly concerned with 
the equality of CPE outcomes of education. 

Considering the great variety of talents between individuals, equal 
distribution of CPE is unrealistic. For this reason, it is more fruitful to observe 
the equality of CPE outcomes of education in terms of the association with 
social background when examining the effectiveness of education. Moreover, 
abundant evidence of a civic engagement gap between more or less socially 
advantageous people underlines the importance of studying “equality of 
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opportunity” in CPE for students from different backgrounds (Bovens & 
Wille, 2017; Dalton, 2007; Levinson, 2012; OECD, 2012; Schlozman & Brady, 
2012; Verba et al., 1995).

1.4.4 Curricular tracking and civic and political engagement
Stratification, or selection, refers to procedures by which students are 
sorted into different learning routes which often have a hierarchical order 
(Allmendinger, 1989; Kerckhoff, 2001). This occurs through curricular 
tracking (Hallinan, 1994; Horn, 2010; Korthals, 2015), in which students 
are sorted into different curricula or types of education based on their 
cognitive skills, prior achievement, and motivation. Usually, a distinction is 
made between general or academic types of education and (pre-)vocational 
education. General and academic education prepares students for higher 
education, while (pre-)vocational education prepares students for work in 
occupational fields.

Education systems differ in the degree to which curricular tracking occurs 
in various ways, such as the age of selection, the number of tracks, whether 
tracking occurs between or within schools, and the length of the tracked 
curriculum (Bol & Van de Werfhorst, 2013). The average age at which 
selection occurs in OECD countries is 14, but in some countries it occurs 
as early as age 10 (e.g., in Austria and Germany, although German states 
vary in this regard; OECD, 2013). Track assignment is determined by choice 
(e.g., Denmark and Italy), special tests/exams (e.g., the Slovak Republic), 
teacher evaluations (e.g., Germany), or a combination of the three (e.g., 
the Netherlands). In Australia, the Scandinavian countries, the United 
Kingdom, and the United States, secondary education is comprehensive, 
meaning that officially there is only one type of secondary education. Within 
comprehensive education, tracking also occurs, but it does so through 
within-school ability grouping that entails streaming or course-by-course 
tracking (Chmielewski et al., 2013). For example, upper secondary education 
students in England take courses from levels one to three (Hoskins & 
Janmaat, 2016).3 In non-comprehensive systems, tracking occurs either 
within schools, between schools, or with a combination of the two. The 
number of available tracks in secondary education ranges from two (in 
Greece) to seven (in the Netherlands).

3 Moreover, in practice there may be large differences between comprehensive schools.
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Students in general and academic education show higher levels of CPE than 
students in (pre-)vocational education (Faas, 2007; Geboers et al., 2015; 
Kavadias et al., 2017; Netjes et al., 2011; Stevens, 2002; Van der Meer et 
al., 2021; Van der Wal & Waslander, 2007; Westholm et al., 1990). However, 
it is unclear whether this dispersion is, to a degree, attributed to tracking 
practices. On the one hand, CPE levels of students from different tracks may 
be a result of student selection (Hoskins et al., 2016; Janmaat et al., 2014; Van 
de Werfhorst, 2017). This means that higher CPE levels for people in general 
education are a consequence of the selection of people with characteristics 
that are favorable to CPE into general education. On the other hand, being 
placed in a particular track may have consequences for the development of 
CPE. The literature provides three mechanisms by which curricular tracking 
may lead to larger inequalities in CPE to the disadvantage of students in (pre-)
vocational tracks: 1) learning opportunities, 2) peer group influence, and 3) 
development of self-efficacy (Hoskins et al., 2016; Janmaat et al., 2014).

In terms of cognitive skills, general and academic education has a more 
demanding curriculum than (pre-)vocational education. These cognitive 
skills, notably literacy, are positively related to citizenship competences (Dee, 
2004; Eidhof et al., 2016b; Schultz et al., 2010; Verba et al., 1995). Moreover, 
general/academic education programs are often longer than (pre-)vocational 
programs, which means that students in these tracks have more time for 
learning in secondary education, and hence, they are likely to learn more 
(Becker, 1980). 

Aside from curriculum differences in terms of cognitive skills, there are also 
indications that in various countries there are differences between tracks 
in the degree to which civic competencies are taught. Within the academic 
track, critical and evaluative thinking about society and the student’s position 
in it is encouraged. In contrast, in the (pre-)vocational track, there is an 
emphasis on social skills, duty and professional skills (ten Dam & Volman, 
2003; Ho, 2014; Ichilov, 2002; Leeman & Volman, 2021). In addition to these 
qualitative differences in the civic education between tracks, there are 
signs that students in higher tracks have more civic learning opportunities 
(Deimel et al., 2020; Eurydice, 2017; Ho, 2014; Hoskins et al., 2017; Kahne 
& Middaugh, 2009). The Eurydice report “Citizenship education at school 
in Europe” (2017) demonstrates that within European education systems 
fewer compulsory and optional subjects in which components of citizenship 
education are integrated are offered in upper secondary vocational 
education compared to general education. 
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Second, the social composition of tracks may lead to differential CPE 
outcomes for people from different tracks. Students from advantageous 
socioeconomic backgrounds are disproportionately distributed to higher 
tracks, whereas students with a lower socioeconomic status (SES) and from 
minority groups are overrepresented in (pre-)vocational tracks (Hallinan, 
1994; Hanushek & Wössmann, 2006). Furthermore, Janmaat (2011) finds 
that social segregation is highest in early selection education systems and 
lowest in full comprehensive models. Thus, tracking has implications for the 
social network position of students. As people from a higher socioeconomic 
background are generally more civically and politically engaged, the social 
network position of students in the general/academic track may lead to 
higher odds of being “recruited” for civic and political activities (Dekker et 
al., 2010; Verba et al., 1995). Moreover, a network of people with a higher 
SES may reduce costs and increase benefits to be civically and politically 
engaged. The findings concerning a social network effect on CPE vary for 
different outcomes. McClurg (2006) found that being exposed to more 
political sophistication from one’s social network increases political 
participation. Nickerson (2009) found that exposure to political discussion 
increases engagement in political talk but not interest in politics. Therefore, 
attending general/academic or (pre-)vocational education may affect some 
dimensions of CPE through the students’ network.

Finally, track enrollment may affect the development of the civic competencies 
through the students’ (academic) self-efficacy. Theoretically, this could apply 
in two ways. First, although the degree to which it applies varies between 
countries, (pre-)vocational education often receives less social status than 
general or academic education (Cedefop, 2011; Hoskins et al., 2016). This 
dynamic could affect the students’ self-concepts. When students compare 
themselves with students from other tracks, enrollment in the (pre-)
vocational track may lead to feelings of exclusion and stigmatization that can 
undermine the students’ academic self-efficacy (Van Houtte & Stevens, 2008; 
Janmaat, 2011; Stevens, 2002). There is ample evidence that students who are 
placed in a hierarchically “lower” track have lower expectations of themselves 
and others, lower self-esteem, and lower self-efficacy (Boaler, 2013; Boaler 
et al., 2000; Dweck, 2006; Van Houtte & Stevens, 2008). Hoskins et al. (2016) 
demonstrate that in Denmark the relationship between tracking and voting 
intentions is mediated by self-efficacy. However, this mediating effect was not 
found for England and Germany. 
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Alternatively, if students compare themselves to their classmates rather 
than to students in other curricular tracks, the academic self-efficacy of 
students in (pre-)vocational tracks is likely to be more beneficially affected 
after tracking than for students in higher tracks. This outcome is called 
“the big fish little pond effect” (Chmielewski et al., 2013; Marsh et al., 
2008). The literature provides evidence for both an efficacy enhancing and 
undermining effect of enrollment in a particular track. Figure 1.1. presents 
the aforementioned theoretical framework that substantiates a relation 
between tracking and CPE.

Figure 1.1

Several country case studies confirm a relationship between track placement 
and CPE, which is usually a relationship to the advantage of students in the 
general/academic track and not students in the vocational track (Claes, 2010; 
Eckstein et al. 2012; Geboers et al., 2015; Janmaat et al. 2014; Kavadias et 
al., 2017; Sampermans et al., 2020). Moreover, Hoskins and Janmaat (2016) 
find that educational level and education type at ages 13–14 years in England 
have independent effects on reported voting and protesting at ages 19–20. 
Janmaat (2018) also finds that the type of education matters more than the 
level of education or than the presence of citizenship education and an open 
classroom climate for several democratic and civic values for 23-year-olds in 
England.

Alternatively, some findings invalidate a track effect on CPE. Persson 
(2012) shows that in Sweden differences in various dimensions of political 
participation, including voting, are not affected in students after one 
year of them being enrolled in the academic track at age 16. In contrast, 
characteristics of an early socialization process, such as socioeconomic 
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status and political discussion in the family, were found to explain the 
differences in political participation (see also Claes et al., 2017). Moreover, 
Persson and Oscarson (2010) found that a reform in the 1990s in Sweden 
in which vocational programs were extended and a common core was 
introduced including social science did not equalize political participation 
and political knowledge between students from the vocational and the 
general tracks. Finally, Geboers et al. (2015) find that civic knowledge and 
societal interest are not affected by track placement. 

These mixed findings may be the result of operationalization differences 
and differences between countries (e.g., political or cultural differences). 
However, they may also be explained by differences between education 
systems. Comparative cross-national studies are needed to understand 
why tracking leads to larger CPE disparities between students in general/
academic and (pre-)vocational education in some countries and not in 
others. Thus far, a limited number of cross-national studies exist that attempt 
to determine whether tracking affects CPE (Hoskins et al., 2016; Janmaat, 
2011; Janmaat & Mons, 2011; Van de Werfhorst, 2017), and they all indicate 
that stronger tracking is associated with more inequality in CPE. 

1.4.5 Standardization and civic and political engagement
This section explains the theoretical framework regarding a relationship 
between two dimensions of standardization, accountability and 
centralization, and CPE. The empirical literature on standardization and CPE 
is far more limited than the literature on tracking and CPE. To the best of my 
knowledge, there is only one empirical study that examines the relationship 
between accountability and CPE (Campbell & Niemi, 2016) and one empirical 
study in which the relationship between centralization and CPE is examined 
(Janmaat & Mons, 2011); I elaborate on both of these below. Given that 
general educational standardization measures do not self-evidently apply to 
features of civic education, the theoretical framework below is limited to the 
standardization of civic education in particular. 

1.4.5.1 Accountability
Accountability refers to the degree to which actors in education are held 
accountable for their performance. This applies to accountability with 
regard to compliance with regulations and adherence to professional 
norms of the school and its teachers as well as to the accountability of the 
student, teacher, and school results (Anderson, 2005). Internal and external 
monitoring of teachers and external school inspections are examples of 
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institutional characteristics that make the performance of schools more 
transparent. Accountability has been linked to performance for a number of 
reasons that ultimately relate to the “incentive to perform” (Bishop, 1997; Bol 
et al., 2014; Fuchs & Wössmann, 2007). This increased incentive to perform 
for students, teachers, and schools is a result of 1) increased signaling 
of performance, 2) increased value of educational credentials, and 3) 
increased competition for students and schools. Moreover, when academic 
performance gains importance, parental influence on educational ambitions 
and choices (so-called “secondary effects of stratification”) becomes 
relatively less important (Boudon, 1974; Erikson et al., 2005). A large share 
of the literature on accountability regards one aspect of accountability, 
namely that of standardized school-leaving exams.4 

In Europe, in about half of the education systems national testing in civic 
education occurs in secondary and/or primary education (Eurydice, 2017, p. 
119). In about two-thirds of these countries, testing is used to take formal 
decisions about the students’ progression (student accountability). In the 
remaining third of the European countries in which national tests in civic 
education are performed, the purpose of testing is to evaluate and monitor 
the education system (school and system accountability). Furthermore, 
there are differences in the dimensions of CPE that are tested. The cognitive 
dimension of CPE is subject to testing in all European countries in which 
national tests regarding civic education occur. The skills dimension is 
also included within national assessments in most of these countries. The 
attitudinal dimension, in contrast, is only part of national testing in a small 
number of European countries (Eurydice, 2017). 

As described above, accountability measures such as centralized school 
leaving exams have a positive impact on learning outcomes through 
increased incentives to perform. It is plausible that this mechanism also 
applies to civic learning. When students, teachers, and schools are held 
accountable for their performance regarding civic education and are 
subsequently sanctioned and rewarded according to it, their incentives to 
perform may be higher. A positive relation between accountability of civic 
education and civic learning outcomes is therefore expected. Campbell and 
Niemi (2016) find that external exit evaluations are positively associated 
with levels of political knowledge.  

4 Central exams are both a measure of centralization (centralizing learning objectives) and accountability 
(increasing performance transparency). 
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With respect to equality of civic learning, these incentives to perform may 
have two diverging implications. On the one hand, school accountability may 
cause the schools that score below the standard civic outcomes to improve 
their performance. If a school is aware of their relatively poor performance in 
civic outcomes, the involved actors may feel more pressure to improve their 
performance to avoid negative repercussions. Moreover, students with less 
civic learning opportunities at home may have greater marginal gains from 
resources that facilitate civic engagement in school. Relatedly, Campbell 
and Niemi (2016) found support for this compensation effect on exit exams.  

On the other hand, better performing schools may be more concerned with 
their competitive position and may make efforts to increase the quality of 
their civic education. Moreover, better performing schools may be better 
able to respond to school evaluations and student performance so that their 
performance according to these accountability measures is better. In short, 
accountability of civic education may foster or suppress the equality of the 
civic and political outcomes of education. 

1.4.5.2 Centralization
Centralization captures the scope and strength of central – national or 
subnational – regulations and recommendations for formal education. In 
the literature, “autonomy,” the antonym of centralization, is more commonly 
used than centralization due to a trend of decentralizing education across 
countries (Honig & Rainey, 2012). Centralization is often perceived as 
undesirable as it is associated with bureaucracy and a lack of teacher 
autonomy. Critics of centralization claim that it inhibits local decision-
makers to make informed custom-tailored policy decisions about education. 
At the same time, centralization 1) may protect students from opportunistic 
behavior by teachers and schools, 2) may lead to less variation in what 
is taught which is beneficial for equal educational opportunities, and 3)  
provides minimum requirements of how much is taught. The mechanism 
behind these positive outcomes of centralization is that in centralized 
education systems teachers and schools have less influence on how much is 
taught, which leads to less variation in student achievement. 

Some examples of how centralization of civic education occurs within 
education systems is by means of ministerial laws and decrees, subject 
guidance, national curriculum manuals, and competence frameworks 
(Eurydice, 2017). It should be noted that there are differences between 
countries and levels of education in whether centralization measures 
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concerning civic education are taken or not. Moreover, there are differences 
in the degree to which centralization measures aimed at civic education are in 
fact implemented. Kerr et al. (2009), for example, highlight the discrepancy 
between official guidelines regarding student assessment, which usually 
recommend assessing knowledge, skills, participation, and attitudes, and 
the practice in which often only the cognitive dimension of civic education is 
assessed. 

Hooghe and Claes (2009) indicate that if there are no centrally administrated 
clear requirements for civic education there can be significant variation in 
civic education across schools, such as in Belgium. However, if civic education 
is centralized, students in the same country or region will receive more 
similar opportunities for civic learning. Logically, centralization may cause 
students to learn more homogeneous knowledge and skills. As mentioned 
above, it has been demonstrated that centralization in an educational system 
decreases the impact of the particular school on how much is learned by 
students, leading to more equal educational outcomes (Horn, 2009; Van de 
Werfhorst & Mijs, 2010; Wössmann et al., 2009). It is also expected that this 
outcome applies to civic education.

Aside from smaller between-school differences in CPE, centralization may 
also contribute to fewer CPE inequalities between students from different 
social backgrounds. Given that students from better socioeconomic 
backgrounds have more learning opportunities for civic and political 
knowledge and skills at home, socioeconomically disadvantaged students 
rely more on learning opportunities at school. Furthermore, several studies 
have shown that civic education has a compensatory effect for civic learning 
for students with less civic learning opportunities at home (Campbell, 2008; 
Deimel et al., 2020; Langton & Jennings, 1968; Neundorf et al., 2016). 

By equalizing all civic learning opportunities, centralized civic education 
may therefore compensate for the disadvantage of students with a relatively 
unfavorable social background. Janmaat and Mons (2011) find some 
evidence that centralization reduces inequalities in the attitudinal dimension 
of CPE. Rather than examining the level of centralization, Janmaat and Mons 
explore the impact of different models of centralization. They find that less 
inequality in ethnic tolerance and patriotism exists amongst social and 
ethnic groups in countries where choices regarding curriculum, textbooks, 
and assessment are made at the sub-national (federal) level. 
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Although the standardization of civic education may benefit the efficiency 
and equality of civic learning, it may also be perceived as objectionable. 
For example, Levinson (2011) has written about the disadvantages of the 
standardization of civic education.5 According to her, standardization is 
a threat for civic education for two reasons. First, standardization equals 
uniform and static goals, content, and assessment whereas empowering 
civic education is particular, context specific, and dynamic. Second, less 
autonomy for teachers and students on educational content prohibits the 
optimal practice of democracy. Even if standardization contributes to (equal) 
CPE, these are still important issues to consider with the standardization of 
civic education.

1.5 Overview of book chapters

1.5.1 Chapter 2. Curricular tracking and civic and political 
engagement: Comparing adolescents and young adults across 
education systems
Chapters 2–4 focus on the relationship between curricular tracking and CPE. 
Chapter 2 first examines this relationship in a comparative study involving 25 
countries. As described earlier, a limited number of cross-national studies 
exist that attempt to determine whether tracking affects CPE, and these 
studies  are all cross-sectional in nature (Hoskins et al., 2016; Janmaat, 
2011; Janmaat & Mons, 2011; Van de Werfhorst, 2017). Chapter 2 adds to 
the literature on the relationship between curricular tracking and CPE by 
enabling a longitudinal comparative approach. 

However, no cross-national panel data are available that include features 
of civic engagement with a cohort of secondary school students who are 
followed through young adulthood. Therefore, the approach of Hanushek 
and Wössmann (2006) of combining comparative, cross-sectional data is 
adopted. This approach entails that two individual-level data sources of the 
same birth cohort are used, and one is assessed at a time before tracking 
started (among early adolescents), and the other is assessed after tracking 
has finished (among young adults). Accordingly, at an aggregate level, the 
difference in CPE before and after tracking can be compared for education 

5 Levinson uses the term “standards, assessment and accountability systems” (SAAs).
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systems with more and less pronounced tracking. This longitudinal approach 
enables a more rigorous examination of the importance of tracking for CPE 
than cross-sectional comparative studies. 

The two cross-sectional data sources of the same birth cohort that are 
combined are the Civic Education Study (CIVED) from 1999 in which various 
civic engagement measures are collected in the school grade with the 
most 14-year-olds (t1) and two adult social surveys of which we select the 
younger adults (t2): (a) the International Social Survey Programme (ISSP) 
from 2004, which has citizenship as the central theme, and (b) the European 
Value Survey (EVS) from 2008. Macro-level variables were collected for the 
countries that are represented in both the CIVED and ISSP or EVS samples by 
using official OECD, Eurydice, and World Bank data. 

With this data, the relationship between the length of the tracked curriculum 
and the development of CPE between the ages of 14 and young adulthood in 
25 education systems was examined. To measure CPE, an index was created 
from three survey questions regarding the following: (a) interest in politics, 
(b) whether a “good citizen” should always vote, and (c) the frequency of 
discussion of political issues with peers. This CPE index was observed both 
in terms of efficiency (overall level) and equality (differential effects for 
different parts of the distribution). 

The findings show that when students are tracked longer in secondary 
education, CPE is reduced, particularly for the lower part of the engagement 
distribution. Thus, in education systems with a longer tracked curriculum, 
both the average CPE is reduced and the inequality in CPE is magnified. When 
tracking before the age of 14 is accounted for, similar but less pronounced 
negative effects of the duration of tracking on aggregate CPE are found. This 
suggests that a track effect on CPE is more noticeable after the age of 14 
than before. 

The findings also demonstrate that the negative effect of tracking is 
mediated by enrollment rates in higher education. The assessment reveals 
that when considering the enrollment in tertiary education, the length of 
the tracked curriculum is no longer negatively related to CPE but positively 
related and notably so for initial low achievers. It is well known that early-
tracking systems have more barriers and educational dead-ends regarding 
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higher education and that tertiary education participation rates are lower in 
these education systems. The findings thus suggest that tracking is harmful 
particularly because it reduces enrollment in higher education. 

1.5.2 Chapter 3. Track allocation and the development of civic 
engagement among students in the Netherlands
Whereas Chapter 2 studies the relationship between tracking and CPE 
from a comparative perspective, Chapters 3 and 4 concern two country 
case studies on the Netherlands that focus on two different age groups. 
Chapter 3 examines whether the allocation of students into curricular tracks 
in lower secondary education in the Netherlands affects the level of civic 
engagement, particularly civic knowledge and civic attitudes regarding 
acting democratically and acting in a socially responsible manner. 

One of the main contributions of the chapter is that the research design 
includes measures of CPE from the same pupils both before they enrolled 
in a curricular track and after track placement. By using panel data (Cool5-
18 2007–08 and 2010–11) on lower secondary education students in the 
Netherlands in grade six (pre-tracking) and grade nine (post-tracking), 
the case study examines whether there is an effect of track placement on 
civic engagement in addition to the pre-existing differences across pupils in 
primary school. The four curricular tracks that are compared are the practical 
pre-vocational track, the theoretical pre-vocational track, the general track, 
and the academic track.

Another contribution of Chapter 3 is that the underlying mechanisms of the 
relationship between track placement and CPE are tested in a longitudinal 
manner. Although the theoretical framework for an effect of tracking on CPE 
is described in the literature, it has not been tested systematically (Hoskins 
et al., 2016; Janmaat et al., 2014). This chapter examines whether being 
enrolled in a particular track is related to the development of students’ 
literacy and students’ academic self-efficacy. Subsequently, it is observed 
whether these mediating variables are related to civic engagement. 

A clear pattern is found that being enrolled in a “higher”, more theoretical 
track undermines the development of academic self-efficacy. This finding 
is consistent with the “big fish little pond” hypothesis and suggests that 
students compare their academic achievements to students within their 
track (their classmates) rather than to students from other tracks (Marsh et 
al., 2008). The findings also show that academic self-efficacy is positively 
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related to civic engagement, notably for civic attitudes. This mechanism 
works to the advantage of students in pre-vocational education. The findings 
also indicate that students who enroll in the general and academic track 
develop more literacy skills than students who enroll in the pre-vocational 
track. A clear positive relationship is also found between individual literacy 
skills and civic engagement, notably for civic knowledge. Tracking thus 
seems to have an impact on students’ CPE through the development of self-
efficacy and literacy.

However, the findings do not demonstrate that there is an overall “track 
effect” on civic competencies. There are two possible explanations for this 
finding. First, it is possible that underlying mechanisms of the relationship 
between tracking and civic engagement balance each other out. According 
to the findings with respect to self-efficacy, the relationship between 
tracking and civic engagement works to the advantage of students in the 
pre-vocational track. Furthermore, the findings about literacy suggest that 
tracking is positively related to civic engagement for those in the general 
and academic track compared to students in the pre-vocational track. This 
contrast may explain why a track effect is not found despite evidence of 
some mechanisms.

Alternatively, the lack of a “track effect” on civic engagement implies that 
differences in the civic competencies between tracks are a result of the 
segmentation of students with certain characteristics that are related to civic 
engagement into certain tracks (selection effect). It suggests that the civic 
engagement gap between students in pre-vocational and theoretical tracks 
is explained by differences in the students’ background characteristics that 
were already present before tracking occurred. 

1.5.3 Chapter 4. Type of education and civic and political 
attitudes
After examining the development of CPE from primary school to lower 
secondary education in Chapter 3, Chapter 4 is concerned with a country-
specific case study that focuses on older students in secondary and tertiary 
education (age 14 and above). Using data from the Netherlands Longitudinal 
Lifecourse Study (NELLS) from 2008 to 2010 and 2013 (n = 5312), Chapter 4 
examines the relationship between the type of education—(pre-)vocational, 
general, or academic—and the five attitudinal dimensions of CPE. These 
dimensions of CPE are the following: 1) intention to vote, 2) interest in 
politics, 3) trust in institutions, 4) generalized trust, and 5) ethnic tolerance. 
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The effect of the type of education on CPE is measured by observing 
transitions between the types of education (general/academic, hereafter 
“general”, or (pre-)vocational). By applying linear fixed effects models, the 
effect of a transition in the type of education can be observed on the within-
person change in the outcome variables. This fixed effects design neutralizes 
time-invariant, unmeasured, individual-level differences.

Based on the differences in the curricula, social networks, and the 
social status of (pre-)vocational and general education as well as the 
characteristics of the Dutch education system, it is hypothesized that 
pursuing general education is beneficial for civic and political attitudes 
compared to pursuing (pre-)vocational education or not following 
education. This hypothesis is partially confirmed. The results provide 
substantial evidence that people in general education have faster growth 
in an interest in politics and generalized trust than do people in (pre-)
vocational education or outside the education system. This finding implies 
that the allocation of students into different types of education increases the 
pre-existing differences in these attitudes amongst social groups. However, 
regarding the intention to vote, trust in institutions, and ethnic tolerance, 
significant support for a relationship with the type of education was not 
found. This result suggests that the higher average levels of these attitudes 
for people in general education are possibly a consequence of selecting 
people with characteristics that are favorable to these attitudes for general 
education tracks. 

The findings also provide some support that intention to vote, interest 
in politics, and trust in institutions become more crystallized over the 
years, which suggests that the type of education has a smaller effect on 
these attitudes when enrollment into curricular tracks occurs at a later 
age. (Interest in politics is the only political attitude for which we find this 
interaction between the wave and age as well as a relationship with this type 
of education.)

Finally, the results provide little evidence for an independent effect of the 
level of education on civic and political attitudes. Such an effect was only 
found for ethnic tolerance, which suggests that the type of education is  
a more important predictor of civic and political attitudes than educational 
level. However, this finding should be interpreted with caution, because  
the reliability of the educational level measure is somewhat compromised 
(see Chapter 4). 
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1.5.4  Chapter 5. Standardization of lower secondary civic 
education and inequality of the civic and political engagement 
of students
Chapter 5 examines the relationship between standardization and the 
inequality of CPE. Individual level data about eighth grade students from 
the International Civic and Citizenship Education Study (ICCS) in 2009 and 
education system level data from both ICCS and Eurydice (2012) were 
combined for 24 European countries. Subsequently, a three-level analysis 
and variance function regression were applied to examine whether a 
relationship exists between measures of civic education standardization and 
inequality in three dimensions of civic engagement: civic knowledge, interest 
in social and political issues, and participation in the community. 

To measure centralization, two macro-level variables were introduced: 1) 
whether there is centralized content of civic education and 2) whether there 
are guidelines for the assessment of students’ participation in the school 
and community. Accountability is operationalized by a measure for external 
school evaluations. Finally, inequality of CPE was examined in two ways: 1) 
inequality as dispersion (between-school within-country variance) and 2) 
the association between social background and student civic engagement. 

The results confirm the existence of a civic engagement gap between lower 
secondary school students. Both individual social background characteristics 
and class composition matter. However, as demonstrated in this chapter, 
civic engagement inequality is also affected by the standardization of civic 
education. Regarding accountability, the results show that external school 
evaluations are associated with more social background inequality in the 
cognitive dimension of civic engagement. This finding supports the idea that 
the sanctions and rewards following external school evaluations encourage 
competition between schools to the benefit of students with a more 
advantageous social background.

Regarding centralization, the findings are more mixed. The first measure 
of centralization, centralization of civic education content, is associated 
with less inequality in participation in the community both between schools 
and regarding parents’ social background. Centralization of civic education 
content is also associated with less inequality in the civic knowledge between 
schools, and at the same time it is associated with more social background 
inequality in civic knowledge. The second measure of centralization, central 
guidelines for assessment of participation in the community, is associated 
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with less social background inequality in interest in social and political issues 
and participation in the community. In contrast, between-school inequality 
in participation in the community is greater in countries where central 
guidelines for assessment exist. These findings indicate that, although 
it is important to distinguish between different types of centralization, 
centralization is mostly associated with less civic engagement inequality. 

Chapter 5 also provides some evidence for a direct relation between 
centralization measures and CPE. Centralized content is associated with 
lower scores on interest in social and political issues and participation in 
the community. This finding is consistent with the literature on general 
educational achievement that demonstrates that centralization constrains 
student performance. Alternatively, for central guidelines to assess 
students’ active participation in school or in the community, a positive effect 
on participation in community is found. Perhaps this may be because central 
guidelines for assessment serve as a proxy for assessment, which is known 
to benefit performance. 

Finally, the findings also demonstrates that the three dimensions of civic 
engagement examined in the study are mostly explained by characteristics 
at the individual level. Schools and the educational system explain only a 
modest part of differences in civic engagement. Schools are more important 
for the cognitive dimension of civic engagement than for the affective and 
behavioral dimension.

1.5.5 Overview dependent variables
Table 1.1 presents the dependent variables though which CPE is studied in 
this dissertation. They are further explained in the chapters that follow.

1.6 Lessons learned 

1.6.1 Curricular tracking is sometimes related to (inequality 
of) civic and political engagement and sometimes not
The findings in this dissertation provide some evidence that curricular 
tracking is related to (the inequality of) students’ CPE. Chapter 2 shows that 
if students are separated into different tracks for a longer period of time, 
their CPE is lower, particularly with initial low-achievers. Moreover, Chapter 
4 highlights that enrollment in general/academic education is related 
to developing higher levels of interest in politics and generalized trust 
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compared to enrollment in pre-vocational education. These findings imply 
that education contributes to the civic engagement gap between people 
from different socioeconomic backgrounds through curricular tracking 
practices. The findings are consistent with the literature on the relationship 
between tracking and cognitive outcomes of education which demonstrates 
that curricular tracking increases social background inequality in general 
educational achievement. 

Alternatively, a relationship between tracking and CPE outcomes is not found 
for civic knowledge, attitudes regarding social responsibility and democracy, 
intention to vote, ethnic tolerance, and trust in institutions (Chapters 3 and 
4). While there is some evidence that tracking magnifies inequalities in 
civic engagement between educational groups, the evidence is mixed. The 
mixed findings emphasize the importance of distinguishing between the 
various types of CPE. It is striking that for the dependent variable “interest 
in politics” an effect of tracking is found twice (Chapters 3 and 4). Other 
than that, the findings do not suggest that tracking is more strongly related 
to the cognitive, attitudinal or behavioral dimensions of CPE, or to the civic 
or political dimension of engagement nor do other longitudinal studies in 
which the relationship between tracking and CPE is examined indicate such 

Table 1.1 Measures of CPE studied throughout Chapters 2–5

Chapter 2 

-index of CPE (interest in politics, attitude towards voting, frequency of discussion political issues)

-interest in politics 

Chapter 3

-knowledge regarding acting democratically and acting in a socially responsible manner

-attitudes regarding acting democratically and acting in a socially responsible manner

Chapter 4

-interest in politics 

-intention to vote

-trust in institutions

-generalized trust

-ethnic tolerance

Chapter 5

-civic knowledge

-interest in social and political issues

-participation in the community
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patterns (Eckstein et al., 2012; Geboers et al., 2015; Janmaat, 2018; Janmaat 
et al., 2014; Hoskins & Janmaat, 2016; Persson, 2012; Persson & Oscarson, 
2010). 

Aside from the type of CPE, the mixed effects of tracking on (the distribution 
of) CPE may also be explained to some extent by the different ages at 
which the effect of tracking is examined across the different chapters. 
The literature shows that civic and political predispositions are acquired 
during the “impressionable years” of late adolescence and early adulthood 
and remain highly stable after this. In Chapter 3, in which a track effect is 
not found, the impact of tracking between the age of 11/12 and 14/15 is 
examined. In Chapters 2 and 4, in which some track effects are found, the 
impact of tracking between the age of 14 and adulthood is examined. 
Perhaps the influence of curricular tracking on students’ CPE becomes more 
apparent after early adolescence. 

In some cases, an important reason why tracking seems unrelated to 
inequalities in civic and political competencies between students educated 
in (pre-)vocational or general/academic education concerns the selection 
into educational programs. Differences in the civic competencies of students 
in different tracks may be a result of selection of students with certain 
features related to civic competencies into certain tracks. In line with this 
view, Chapters 2 through 4 provide evidence that social background is 
important for CPE, and it also affects track placement as is well-known. 
Moreover, Chapter 5 indicates that parents’ CPE is an even better predictor 
of non-cognitive CPE than their socioeconomic status. However, the absence 
of a track effect on CPE does not automatically imply a selection effect, as is 
discussed below. 

1.6.2 Tracking is related to civic and political engagement 
through micro- and macro-mechanisms
1.6.2.1 Micro-mechanisms: Tracking affects the development of 
students’ cognitive skills and self-efficacy which, in turn, affect 
students’ civic and political engagement
This dissertation hypothesizes that allocating students into different 
curricular tracks affects students’ learning opportunities, peer group 
influence, and development of self-efficacy which, in turn, affect students’ 
CPE. However, these micro-mechanisms have not been tested before. 
Inconveniently, the only study from this dissertation in which the data 
allows for testing the micro-mechanisms is one in which no track effect is 
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found. Despite this inconvenience, the results provide support for two of the 
mechanisms. Chapter 3 shows that being enrolled in a general/academic 
track increases literacy skills which, in turn, leads to more CPE (notably civic 
knowledge). Aside from that, support for a track effect on CPE through self-
efficacy was also found (notably regarding civic attitudes). However, it was 
found that tracking is associated with more self-efficacy of students in pre-
vocational education rather than students in general/academic education. 
This finding is consistent with the “big fish little pond” theory, which 
implies that students’ self-efficacy depends on their relative (perceived) 
performance (Marsh et al., 2008). Subsequently, the two mechanisms 
through which CPE is affected by curricular tracking balance each other 
out, at least to some degree. The third and final mechanism (the impact of 
tracking on students’ CPE through peer effects/classroom composition) 
could not be tested in a reliable manner as a result of the data.

1.6.2.2 Macro-mechanism: The effect of tracking on civic and political 
engagement is mediated by enrollment in higher education
Aside from these micro-mechanisms, a macro-mechanism also came to 
the surface in Chapter 2. In this chapter, the results show that the effect of 
tracking on CPE is mediated by enrollment in higher education: lower tertiary 
education participation rates in countries with a longer tracked curriculum 
appear to explain the lower levels of CPE and increased inequality in CPE. 
Theoretically, participation in higher education could also explain the track 
effects found in Chapter 4 as the sample mostly includes respondents that 
have completed secondary education. It is unclear what features of higher 
education contribute to the increased inequality in CPE between people with 
and without higher education exposure. These could be the same micro-
mechanisms described in this dissertation (cognitive skills, self-efficacy and 
the social network) or other features that apply more to adults than to school 
children, such as work (status), income, or particular higher education 
experiences. 

1.6.3 Centralization of civic education is associated with less 
inequality of students’ civic and political engagement whereas 
school accountability is related with more inequality in civic 
and political engagement
Although Chapter 5 concerns an explorative study and the findings are not 
unambiguous, it provides indications that standardization of civic education 
is related to the distribution of students’ CPE. The study provides evidence 
that centralization of civic education is mostly associated with less social 
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background inequality in students’ civic engagement, notably in terms of 
participation in the community. This finding suggests that centralizing civic 
education leads to more homogeneous civic education teaching and learning, 
which has a compensatory effect on students’ civic learning. It is consistent 
with the study by Janmaat and Mons (2011) concerning centralization and 
civic and political attitudes. However, although the findings illustrate that 
centralization of civic education may be beneficial for closing the civic 
engagement gap, they also suggest that it may sometimes harm overall 
levels of CPE. 

In contrast to the findings regarding centralization, the findings regarding 
accountability show that school accountability of civic education is related to 
more social background inequality of civic knowledge. This finding supports 
the idea that external school evaluations serve as an incentive to perform 
for schools to the benefit of students with a more advantageous social 
background. 

The equalizing effect of centralization of civic education is in line with 
the literature on centralization and general educational achievement. 
Alternatively, the inequality enhancing effect of accountability of civic 
education stands in contrast to what is generally found in the literature about 
accountability and educational achievement, namely that accountability 
decreases the achievement gap between students from different social 
backgrounds. However, within this literature studies often examine student 
accountability (central exams) rather than school accountability. Examining 
the relationship between student accountability and civic knowledge, 
Campbell and Niemi (2016) find that state-level exams in civics decrease 
differences in CPE between students from different backgrounds. In short, 
the findings from Chapter 5 do not convincingly advocate standardization 
of civic education, but it is promising to investigate whether student 
accountability is good for (equality of) students’ CPE.

1.6.4 Education systems matter for the development of 
students’ civic and political engagement
This dissertation demonstrates that education systems matter for the 
development of students’ CPE. The implications of this are twofold. First, 
the education system needs to be acknowledged as a context in which young 
people’s CPE develops. A significant amount of research has been done on 
what explains differences in CPE between individuals and groups. There is 
little doubt that, aside from social background, education is an important 
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predictor of CPE. Certain characteristics of education such as classroom 
composition, open classroom climate, and exposure to certain civic learning 
experiences have also been empirically linked to CPE. Features of the 
education system, however, have been underexposed within the literature on 
political socialization. This is unfortunate as countries have a responsibility 
to offer effective education and equal citizenship opportunities to all. 
Moreover, the education system is a level at which educational policy makers 
may be able to make a difference.

Second, contrarily social outcomes of education need to be acknowledged 
within the literature on education systems and educational effectiveness. 
Although within the literature on comparative education, the impact of 
features of the education system on efficiency and equality of education has 
been acknowledged more and more over the years, this research is usually 
concerned with cognitive and labor market outcomes of education. Moreover, 
it is important to know whether there are trade-offs within systems between 
different outcomes of education. Certain features of the education system 
may benefit cognitive learning, but they may be detrimental for other 
outcomes of education. Although the relationship between the education 
system and non-standard outcomes of education such as for health, 
crime, and CPE have been studied, much more knowledge is needed (e.g., 
Campbell, 2006; Delaruelle et al. 2019; Groot & Maassen van den Brink, 
2010; Johnston, 2004; Lochner, 2011; OECD 2010; Volman et al., 2020; Wolfe 
& Haverman, 2001). 

1.7 Policy implications

The findings from this dissertation evidence that features of the education 
system are related to (the distribution of) CPE and should therefore be 
considered in policy addressing (inequality of) CPE. They also imply 
that any policy measures involving features of the education system can 
unintentionally be harmful to democratic equality. 

The finding that curricular tracking reduces both overall levels of CPE 
and equality of CPE through higher education enrollment rates indicates 
that, possibly, the civic engagement gap can be addressed by making 
higher education more accessible. It is well known that early-tracking 
systems have more barriers and educational dead-ends regarding higher 
education and that tertiary education participation rates are lower in these 
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education systems (Erikson & Jonsson, 1996; Griga & Hadjar, 2014; Van 
Elk et al., 2011). For this reason, OECD takes a critical stance towards 
education systems with early tracking (Field et al., 2007). By increasing 
the opportunities and reducing the obstacles to ultimately access higher 
education for people in (pre-)vocational education, it can be prevented that 
the decision about whether a student will attend higher education is made at 
a young age. It should be noted, however, that it is not realistic nor desirable 
that everyone attends higher education. Moreover, there are indications 
that higher education promotes certain types of CPE and not others (Yang & 
Hoskins, 2020).

More generally, the findings regarding tracking in this dissertation contribute 
to the debate about whether curricular tracking is an effective policy measure. 
Research shows that tracking increases social inequality in educational 
achievement without clear evidence that it benefits efficient learning. 
The findings from this dissertation add that tracking might be harmful to 
promoting democracy and democratic equality. The empirical evidence 
thus calls for reconsideration of tracking practices. Some alternative policy 
choices are comprehensive education, delaying the age of tracking, or 
course by course tracking. In the Netherlands, a reconsideration of the early 
tracking system has recently been recommended (Onderwijsraad, 2021). 
However, not all the evidence presented in this thesis makes the case for 
adjusting the tracking age, as part of the association between track and CPE 
originates from (social and academic) selection. Nevertheless, given that 
tracking reduces civic outcomes at the system level (be it mostly through 
reduced participation in higher education), the least we can say is that the 
socialization function of education is an important goal to keep in mind in 
debates about selection policies in education systems. 

The findings regarding standardization are more complex and therefore 
somewhat more difficult to translate into policy implications. Regardless, it 
is clear that within educational policy it is important to distinguish between 
different types of standardization of civic education. The findings suggest 
that policy measures that encompass centralization of civic education may 
benefit equality of CPE; however, in some cases they may also negatively 
affect CPE for all. Despite its equalizing effect, centralization of civic 
education may thus be a less favorable policy tool for addressing the civic 
engagement gap. However, considering there is little research in which the 
impact of centralization on CPE is examined, it is premature to base any 
decisions on the findings in this dissertation.
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Regarding accountability the findings indicate that external school 
evaluations of civic education (school accountability) may contribute to 
the civic engagement gap. Student accountability was not examined in this 
dissertation. Campbell and Niemi (2016) found that state-level exams in 
civics increase students’ CPE, notably for students with less exposure to 
politics at home. Accountability measures that apply to the student thus 
are promising policy tools to increase students’ CPE and to reduce social 
inequality in CPE.

1.8 Future research

Similar to the literature, the chapters in this dissertation in which tracking is 
examined either find that tracking increases social inequality in CPE or that 
it does not affect the distribution of CPE; they do not provide evidence that 
tracking reduces social inequality in CPE. Although Chapters 2 and 3 provide 
some insights into the mechanisms that are at work in the relationship 
between curricular tracking and CPE, more research into the mechanisms 
behind a track effect on students’ CPE is needed to be of value to schools 
and educational policy makers. Considering the mixed findings regarding the 
relationship between tracking and CPE in this dissertation and the further 
literature, more research is especially important. 

First of all, the findings in this dissertation call for a more thorough 
examination of the role that higher education participation plays in the long-
term effect of tracking on CPE. Chapter 4 finds that students in general 
education have faster growth in certain civic and political attitudes than 
students in (pre-)vocational education or outside the education system. 
Since the sample includes people in both secondary and tertiary education, 
it is unclear whether this difference is attributed to enrollment in a track in 
secondary education or enrollment into higher education. In Chapter 2, both 
track allocation and higher education participation is measured, but only at 
the aggregate level. Therefore, it would be of interest to perform a cross-
country study with individual level panel data in which students are followed 
from before curricular tracking occurs to several years after enrollment 
in higher education typically takes place. If it turns out that enrollment in 
higher education rather than tracking affects the development of students’ 
CPE, it is important to examine whether this effect is structural/positional 
or whether micro-mechanisms (e.g., learning cognitive competencies, the 
social network, and self-efficacy) are at work. If the latter is the case, it 
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can be valuable to experiment whether certain CPE-increasing features of 
higher education can be provided to students who do not continue to higher 
education and if this is beneficial for the CPE of these people too.

Furthermore, it is important to increase our understanding of what happens 
in schools and classrooms as well as in the home environment that leads 
to differential civic learning for students from different tracks. Are there 
differences in the curricula, the classroom climate, the type of civic learning 
opportunities, or the degree of discussing civic and political issues for 
students in different curricular tracks? One mechanism that requires 
more investigation is that of the social composition of the classroom; is it 
advantageous for the development of CPE to be in a classroom composed of 
higher SES classmates? Is a homogeneous or a heterogeneous classroom 
beneficial for civic learning? Given the data limitations regarding the 
social background of students in Chapter 3, these questions have not been 
addressed sufficiently in this dissertation. In the Netherlands, the answers 
to these questions are particularly interesting considering the policy 
recommendation that was given recently to delay the age of selection 
substantially with three years (Onderwijsraad, 2021). 

Regarding standardization and civic outcomes of education, little research 
has been done thus far. More empirical evidence is needed to make any 
substantial claims about the relationship between standardization (of 
civic education) and CPE. Concerning accountability, this dissertation only 
empirically examines school accountability. The literature on standardization 
and general educational achievement shows that in particular student 
accountability, namely high stakes central exams, are beneficial for both 
efficiency and equality of learning outcomes (Bishop, 1997; Bol et al., 
2014; Fuchs & Wössmann, 2007; Jürges & Schneider, 2010; Wössmann et 
al., 2009). In fact, Campbell and Niemi (2016) find that in the United States 
external exams in civic education have a positive impact on students’ political 
knowledge and that it has a compensatory effect on initial inequalities in 
CPE. Compared to core courses such as mathematics and the country’s 
first language, assessment of civic education, notably centralized external 
exams, occurs less often (Eurydice, 2017). If this lack of assessment does 
indeed impede civic learning, this is a missed opportunity. Therefore, it is 
important to study the relationship between student accountability and 
CPE for more countries and more civic competencies. It is recommendable 
that within this research a distinction between standardized and non-
standardized testing is made. Since written cognitive tests may not always 
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be applicable or appropriate for civic education, other types of assessment 
can also be considered (Daas et al., 2019). Finally, aside from school and 
student accountability, another contribution to the literature is to put teacher 
accountability to the empirical test.  

The measures of centralization that are used in this dissertation have some 
important drawbacks that obstruct their validity when used as independent 
variables. With guidelines for assessment, for example, it is unclear if 
the available guidelines are known by schools and teachers and, if so, to 
what degree and how they are implemented. Measures of centralization 
often concern guidelines, manuals, and frameworks. These measures only 
contribute to more homogeneous teaching and learning across countries 
or schools if they are in fact implemented. Although the second measure 
of centralization that is used, centralized content, tells more about its 
implementation, it is based on answers from a teachers’ questionnaire 
and is therefore subjective. Moreover, even if the data were collected in a 
more objective manner, their dichotomous nature does not do justice to the 
heterogenous implementation of centralization across countries/schools. 
These drawbacks indicate that for future research on centralization of civic 
education it is preferable to use an objective measure of centralization that 
accounts for the degree of implementation. Considering the variety in ways 
civic education is taught and the variety of centralization measures across 
countries, it is a challenge to examine the impact of centralization of civic 
education on CPE in a comparative study. Perhaps it is more informative 
to perform several country case studies rather than a comparative study. 
Measuring the impact of a policy intervention concerning centralization of 
civic education on CPE would be a good opportunity for this. 
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Abstract

Country-case studies examining the relation between curricular tracking 
(ability sorting) in secondary education and civic and political engagement 
(CPE) have led to mixed findings. This calls for a comparative approach. 
Thus far, as a result of the available data, comparative studies examining the 
effect of curricular tracking on civic engagement have been cross-sectional 
in nature. In this chapter, we introduce a longitudinal approach by drawing 
from two cross-sectional surveys with identical CPE measures for the same 
birth cohort before and after tracking (CIVED 1999, ISSP 2004, and EVS 
2008). We examine the relation between the duration of curricular tracking 
and the development of CPE between the age of 14 and young adulthood in 
25 countries. The results show that a longer tracked curriculum is negatively 
related to the development of CPE, particularly at the lower part of the 
distribution. Moreover, we find that the negative relation between length of 
the tracked curriculum and CPE is mediated by enrollment rates for higher 
education. This results suggests that tracking does not directly negatively 
affect CPE, but does so because it is associated with reduced participation in 
higher education. 
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2.1 Introduction

Educational attainment is recognized as an important predictor of civic and 
political engagement (CPE) (Dee, 2004; Nie et al., 1996). There is substantial 
empirical support that the social context of the school can partially explain 
this relation between educational attainment and CPE. Recently, a new body 
of literature has emerged that demonstrates that besides the individual 
and school level, the level of the education system is also related to civic 
outcomes (Janmaat & Mons, 2011; Van de Werfhorst, 2017). In this chapter, 
we examine the importance of one feature of the education system for CPE, 
namely, that of ‘curricular tracking’; the sorting of students in secondary 
education in different courses, curricula, or schools, based on cognitive 
skills and motivation (Hallinan, 1994). 

There is extensive empirical evidence that more tracking is related to more 
socioeconomic inequality in cognitive educational outcomes and educational 
attainment (e.g., Hanushek and Wössmann, 2006). Regarding civic outcomes 
of education, however, research about the consequences of curricular 
tracking is relatively scarce. It is important to find out more about the relation 
between tracking and CPE, because if tracking negatively affects the level of 
engagement, or equality in engagement, this could undermine the equality 
of democratic representation. Especially in light of concerns about a decline 
in CPE and an increasing civic engagement gap amongst different social 
groups, it is essential to study the effect of tracking on CPE (Levinson, 2012).

Several country case studies regarding the effects of curricular tracking on 
individual CPE have led to mixed findings, both confirming and rejecting a 
relation between tracking and CPE (e.g., Hoskins & Janmaat, 2016; Janmaat 
et al., 2014; Persson, 2012). These differential effects of tracking on CPE 
across education systems call for a comparative examination of the relation 
between the degree of tracking and CPE. Thus far, only a hand full of cross-
national studies exists that attempt to find out whether tracking affects 
CPE (Hoskins et al., 2016; Janmaat, 2011; Janmaat & Mons, 2011; Van de 
Werfhorst, 2017). However, as a result of a lack of longitudinal data that 
include measures of CPE during adolescence, which is both the formative 
phase of CPE and the period during which curricular tracking occurs, these 
studies are all cross-sectional in nature. 
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In this chapter, we add to the literature on the relation between curricular 
tracking and CPE by enabling a longitudinal comparative approach. We 
follow Hanushek and Wössmann (2006) by using data about one birth cohort 
at two points in time, before and after tracking, from two cross-sectional 
surveys with identical measures of CPE. Accordingly, the difference in CPE 
before and after tracking can be compared for education systems with 
more and less pronounced tracking. This longitudinal approach enables us 
to study the importance of tracking with more rigor than cross-sectional 
comparative studies. We examine the relation between the length of the 
tracked curriculum and CPE, in terms of efficiency (overall level) and 
equality (differential effects for different parts of the distribution), in 25 
education systems. By using country fixed effects we account for country 
differences that are stable across time. The findings show that a longer 
tracked curriculum is related to reduced levels of CPE, particularly at the 
lower part of the distribution of engagement. Moreover, we find that this 
negative relation is mediated by enrollment rates in higher education. 

2.2 Theoretical framework 

Education systems differ in the degree to which curricular tracking occurs 
in various ways, such as the age of selection, the number of tracks, whether 
tracking occurs between or within schools, and the length of the tracked 
curriculum. The average age at which selection takes place in OECD 
countries is fourteen, but in some countries it occurs as early as at age ten 
(Austria and Germany) (OECD, 2013). Track assignment can be determined 
by choice (e.g., Denmark and Italy), special tests/exams (e.g., Slovak 
Republic), teacher evaluations (e.g., Germany), or a combination of the 
three (e.g., the Netherlands). Usually, different tracks can be characterized 
as (pre-)vocational, general, and/or academic education. The average 
number of tracks in OECD countries is three. In Australia, the Scandinavian 
countries, the United Kingdom, and the United States secondary education 
is comprehensive, meaning there is only one type of secondary education. 
Within comprehensive education tracking also occurs however through 
within-school ability grouping which can entail streaming or course-
by-course tracking (Chmielewski et al., 2013). For example in England 
upper secondary education students can take courses at level one to three 
(Hoskins & Janmaat, 2016). In non-comprehensive systems ) tracking can 
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occur either within schools, between schools, or a combination of the two 
and the number of available tracks in secondary education differs from two 
(in Greece) to seven (in the Netherlands).

A limited body of country-case studies that attempt to find out whether 
tracking affects CPE has led to mixed findings. Compared to enrollment 
in a general/academic track, enrollment in (pre-)vocational education is 
related to lower levels CPE (Claes, 2010; Eckstein et al., 2012; Hoskins 
et al., 2016; Hoskins and Janmaat, 2016; Janmaat et al., 2014). Persson 
(2012), in contrast, finds no such relation for respectively Sweden. His study 
suggests that differences in CPE amongst students in different tracks are a 
consequence of student selection, i.e., that the same characteristics that are 
related to track allocation are related to CPE. 

Janmaat et al. (2014) rightly point out that these mixed findings regarding 
effects of tracking on civic engagement may be explained by differences in 
the degree to which tracking occurs and social segregation exists across 
education systems. To my best knowledge, thus far there are only a few 
cross-national studies about the relation between tracking and CPE. These 
studies show that, across education systems, students who graduated 
from (pre-)vocational education demonstrate lower levels of CPE than 
students who graduated from general/academic education. Furthermore, 
these disparities in CPE amongst people from different tracks are larger in 
education systems with more pronounced tracking (Janmaat, 2011; Janmaat 
& Mons, 2011; Van de Werfhorst, 2017). However, these studies are all 
cross-sectional in nature and examine a population of only adolescents or 
adults. When examining the relation between tracking and civic outcomes of 
education it is important to observe respondents before they reach adulthood 
because political attitudes are formed and crystallized during adolescence 
and early adulthood (Alwin et al., 1991; Sears & Levy, 2003). Moreover, 
tracking in secondary education mostly occurs before adulthood. To derive 
at our hypotheses about the relation between the duration of tracking in 
education systems and CPE, we can draw on findings regarding individual 
and structural corollaries of tracking that are simultaneously predictors of 
CPE. We distinguish three such corollaries of tracking that can potentially 
impact CPE: 1) academic achievement, 2) differential civic education 
curricula, and 3) the social composition of classrooms. The data we use in 
this chapter unfortunately does not allow for testing these mechanisms. The 
discussion about the mechanisms below merely serves to explain what kind 
of relation between tracking and CPE we expect and why. 
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First, track placement is associated with general academic achievement, 
both in terms of selection and causation (Korthals, 2015). A qualification 
in (pre-)vocational secondary education corresponds to a different level of 
academic achievement compared to a qualification in academic education. 
Moreover, general/academic education programs are often longer than 
(pre-)vocational programs which means that students in these tracks have 
more time for learning in secondary education and hence are likely to learn 
more (Becker, 1980). In turn, academic achievement, or the acquisition of 
academic skills, is positively related to civic engagement (Verba et al., 1995). 

Second, providing different curricular tracks to students also magnifies 
differences in the specific civic and citizenship skills that are generated. 
An increasing number of studies demonstrates that, in various education 
systems, students in different tracks are subject to a different citizenship 
education curriculum and teacher pedagogy. Students in the academic track 
typically get more civic learning opportunities that, moreover, are aimed at 
developing a critical and active stance (ten Dam & Volman, 2003; Ho, 2014; 
Nieuwelink et al., 2019). In contrast, students in (pre-)vocational tracks 
are familiarized with a more passive and duty-based attitude and pragmatic 
skills that are intended to enable ‘survival’ in society and become good 
workers (Ten Dam & Volman, 2003; Ho, 2014; Leeman & Volman, 2021). 

Third, the social composition of tracks may be influential for the development 
of CPE. Students from advantageous socioeconomic backgrounds are 
disproportionately distributed to higher tracks, whereas students with a 
lower SES and from minority groups are overrepresented in (pre-)vocational 
tracks (Hallinan, 1994; Hanushek & Wössmann, 2006). Tracking thus has 
implications for the social network position of students. Based on the peer 
effects hypothesis students in (pre-)vocational tracks will be influenced by 
their classmates that are likely to have a relatively low SES and therefore 
presumably a relatively low level of CPE. Vice versa, students in the general/
academic track will be influences by their classmates that are likely to have 
a relatively high SES and therefore a relatively high level of CPE. Some 
examples of how peer effects can manifest are through discussion of social 
and political issues and civic and political activities that individuals get 
involved in. 

Based on the differential academic achievement, civic learning opportunities, 
and peer effects described above, it can be expected that at the individual 
level students in the (pre-) vocational track will develop lower levels of 
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engagement than students in the general/academic track. At a structural 
level, these theories suggests that dispersion in CPE will be higher when 
tracking is more pronounced. Also, it can be expected that as a result of less 
incentives for developing CPE in the (pre-)vocational track, the overall level 
of CPE will be lower in education systems with more pronounced tracking. 
This leads to our first hypothesis: Students in education systems with a 
longer tracked curriculum show less growth of civic and political engagement 
between age 14 and early adulthood than students in education systems with 
a shorter tracked curriculum, particularly at the lower part of the distribution.

This first hypothesis is concerned with the organization of secondary 
education. To better understand the variability in CPE among young adults, it 
is also important to incorporate the higher education system into the analysis. 
It is well known that participation in tertiary education is reduced in early-
tracking systems (Griga & Hadjar, 2014; Van Elk et al., 2011). For example in 
Switzerland only one third of compulsory education graduates (age 15-16) 
enrolls in an upper secondary education track that prepares for university. 
The other two thirds enroll in vocational upper secondary education which 
does not prepare for tertiary education (Eurydice, 2018). Similar ‘barriers’ 
and ‘educational dead-ends’ with regard to higher education exist in many 
education systems, particularly those with early selection (Erikson & 
Jonsson, 1996). The OECD has therefore raised concerns that early tracking 
systems limit the pool of eligible students that can proceed to higher 
education (OECD, 2007). In contrast, in comprehensive systems such as 
Australia and the United States higher education is, in theory, accessible for 
all upper secondary education graduates. Although factors such as grades, 
tuition fees, the availability of alternative routes to higher education (for 
example in Finland and the United Kingdom), and the valuation of tertiary 
degrees in the labor market also play a role in higher education participation 
rates.

Several studies demonstrate that tertiary education positively affects CPE 
(e.g., Dee, 2004; Mayer, 2011; Yang & Hoskins, 2020). These studies point 
at the same underlying mechanisms described above: higher education 
increases cognitive skills, civic and political knowledge and skills, and 
democratic values, and it provides a positive network effect. Accordingly, for 
those educated in higher education, the costs for CPE are reduced while the 
benefits are perceived higher. If a higher duration of tracking is associated 
to both lower levels of participation in higher education and lower levels of 
CPE, it may be that the decrease in CPE results from lower participation rates 



52 | Chapter 2 

in higher education rather than directly from the duration of tracking. Hence, 
to observe differences in the development in CPE it is important to take into 
account higher education participation rates across education systems under 
study. Based on this argumentation we derive our second hypothesis: If we 
control for participation in higher education, the negative effect of the length 
of the tracked curriculum on civic engagement is reduced.

What kind of democratic citizenship should be taught by schools is a 
contested issue, although there is some consensus that it should be about 
shared democratic values (Eidhof et al., 2016a). In this chapter, we create an 
index of CPE that includes one such democratic value; the belief that a ‘good 
citizen’ should vote in every election. Furthermore our index contains two 
measures of political engagement, namely interest in politics and frequency 
of discussing political issues with peers. This is just a fraction of what CPE 
could entail, but we believe it is a measure that adequately captures the 
concept. 

2.3 Data and methods

Unfortunately, there are no cross-national panel data available including 
features of civic engagement with a cohort of secondary school students 
who are followed through young adulthood. Therefore we follow the 
approach of Hanushek and Wössmann (2006) of combining comparative 
cross-sectional individual-level data sources of the same birth cohort, one 
assessed at a time before tracking started (among early adolescents), and 
one after tracking has finished (among young adults). With this design we 
can study the relationship between the length of the tracked curriculum in 
education systems, and levels of CPE. We include fixed effects for countries 
that take away all country variation that affects early adolescents and 
young adults within a country equally (e.g., history, culture, and general 
prosperity). To interpret this effect as causal it must be assumed that the 
duration of tracking and participation rates in higher education are, at 
the national level, unrelated to other unobserved country-level changes 
between early adolescence and early adulthood. Given that this is a strong 
assumption, we are careful to interpret the findings as causal. Yet, as our 
model filters out unobserved stable country characteristics, our findings can 
more rigorously study our the relation between tracking and (inequalities 
in) civic engagement than other cross-sectional studies. A downside of 
the design is that, in the absence of individual comparative panel data, we 
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cannot ascertain which educational careers individuals have followed. 
Hence, this chapter examines the association between the education system 
and individual-level civic engagement, not between individual educational 
careers and engagement. While theoretically we may assume that system 
differences result from individual-level differences across tracks, we cannot 
draw this conclusion  due to potential ecological fallacy.   

The two cross-sectional data sources of the same birth cohort that are 
combined are the ‘Civic Education Study’ (CIVED) 1999 in which various 
civic engagement measures are collected in the school grade with the most 
fourteen-year-olds in 31 countries (t1) and two adult social surveys of 
which we select the younger adults (t2): 1) the ‘International Social Survey 
Programme’ (ISSP) from 2004, which has citizenship as the central theme, 
and 2) the European Value Survey (EVS) from 2008. Macro-level variables 
are collected for the countries that are represented in both the CIVED and 
ISSP or EVS sample by using official OECD, Eurydice, and World Bank data. 
Respondents in the younger CIVED 1999 sample get a score of zero for 
variables that do not apply to them yet such as the length of the tracked 
curriculum and enrollment in tertiary education. 

Students who were 14 years old when CIVED was carried out in 1999, were 
around 19 years old when ISSP 2004 was collected and around 23 years old 
when EVS 2008 was collected. Because the number of respondents with 
this age in both adult social surveys is too small, we extended the age of the 
adult wave to 19-29 years. This choice is justified on the basis of the robust 
finding that civic and political attitudes take shape during adolescence and 
stay rather stable after this (Alwin et al., 1991; Sears and Levy, 2003). We did 
however perform a robustness check to see if extending the age range of our 
adult sample affects our findings which is explained below. 

The formulas of the two models are presented below. In these formulas i, t 
and T, and c and C stand for respectively individual, time (this is a dummy 
for the data source that is used: CIVED 1999, ISSP 2004, or EVS 2008), 
and country. The X term stands for the control variables gender, age and 
socioeconomic status. By using fixed effects for time and country, we are 
able to estimate the difference in CPE between t1 and t2 by the two main 
independent variables controlling for gender and age. The independent 
variables are ‘years of tracking after age 14’ and ‘tertiary education’ 
(explained below). Note that we operationalize ‘years of tracking by country’ 
* ‘wave’, so the δ parameter refers to the country fixed effects estimate of 
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track years on civic engagement. Modelled this way, the effect of track 
years can be interpreted as a differences-in-differences estimate, where 
the difference in CPE between t1 and t2 is compared for students that get 
a different ‘treatment’ (years of tracking’) (Hanushek & Wössmann, 2006; 
Meghir & Palme, 2005).  

1)  

2)   

To examine inequality of changes in civic engagement, these two models 
are estimated for the sample as a whole and both the top (85th percentile) 
and the bottom (15th percentile) of the distribution of the main dependent 
variable. 

Dependent variables
The main dependent variable is an index for CPE made from three survey 
questions: 1) interest in politics, 2) whether a ‘good citizen’ should 
always vote, and 3) frequency of discussion of political issues with peers. 
Interest in politics is available in CIVED and both ISSP 2004 and EVS 2008. 
The underlying items of these variables are presented in appendix 2.1. 
The variable interest in politics was recoded so that the categories are 
ascending: 1) not at all interested, 2) not very interested, 3) fairly interested, 
4) very interested. Data on how important it is for a ‘good citizen’ to vote was 
z-standardized within waves across countries. A higher score on this variable 
corresponds with conferring more importance to voting. Finally, the items 
measuring frequency of political discussion with peers from the two surveys 
were synchronized by combining the items in CIVED measuring frequency of 
discussing national and international politics (appendix 2.1). Subsequently, 
principal factor analysis was applied within the CIVED sample and the ISSP 
sample separately and across countries to create a CPE index. For the CIVED 
and ISSP sample the index respectively has an eigenvalue of .61 and 1.11 
and an alpha of .46 and .63 (the factor loadings are presented in appendix 
2.2). The low eigenvalue and alpha for the CIVED sample can be explained 
by the fact that at the age of 14 political attitudes are yet to be adopted and 
crystallized substantially, whereas young adults have done this for the most 
part (Alwin et al., 1991; Sears & Levy, 2003). 
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Table 2.1 Descriptive statistics CIVED-ISSP

CIVED 1999 ISSP 2004
Mean SD Range n Mean SD Range n

Female .522 .50 0-1 46230 .538 .499 0-1 2994
Age 14.566 .511 13.005-15.997 46230 24.630 3.08 19-29 2994
Years of expected/ 
actual education

.082 .977  -2.362-1.907 46230 .10 .898  -1.640-2.632 2994

CPE index 0 .644 -1.360-1.473 46230 0 .79 -1.559-1.798 2994
Interest in politics 2.120 .96 1-4 46230 2.264 .83 1-4 2994

Table 2.2 Scores CPE index by country

Civic and political engagement index (CPE)

CIVED 1999 ISSP 2004

Mean SD n Mean SD n 

Australia -.163 .58 2568 .125 .76 187

Bulgaria -.037 .60 1782 -.119 .74 118

Switzerland -.094 .62 2259 .090 .75 97

Chile .154 .64 4319 -.149 .92 244

Cyprus .490 .58 2563 -.395 .80 196

Czech Republic -.116 .60 3301 -.270 .73 234

Denmark -.271 .64 2310 .463 .74 148

Finland -.362 .59 2,28 -.172 .73 108

Hungary -.060 .59 2954 -.247 .69 109

Latvia .075 .58 1882 -.197 .67 139

Norway -.135 .63 2554 .372 .69 194

Poland .134 .58 2856 -.165 .68 153

Portugal -.081 .58 2473 .085 .83 180

Russian Federation .284 .55 1858 .061 .69 216

Slovak Republic .390 .61 3198 -.037 .72 100

Slovenia -.088 .60 2638 -.238 .71 112

Sweden -.242 .64 2381 .269 .70 200

USA -.077 .62 2050 .315 .83 259

All required underlying items for this variable are available in both surveys 
for 18 countries. In Tables 2.1 and 2.2 respectively the basic descriptive 
statistics and the country scores of CPE are presented. The sample for CIVED 
is substantially larger than that of ISSP with 46230 versus 2994. We took this 
into account by including sampling weights so that the total of observations 
of both samples get an equal weight.
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Table 2.3 Descriptive statistics CIVED-EVS 

CIVED 1999 EVS 2008

Mean SD Range n Mean SD Range n

Female .53 .57 0-1 43303 .54 .50 0-1 4637

Age 14.67 .57 11.06-19.26 43303 23.91 3.19 19-29 4637

Father’s education 3.28 1.45 0-5 43303 3.14 1.25 0-5 4637

Interest in politics 2.24 .95 1-4 43303 2.15 .87 1-4 4637

Table 2.4 Scores on interest in politics by country

Interest in politics ISSP Interest in politics EVS

CIVED 1999 ISSP 2004 CIVED 1999 EVS 2008

Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD

Australia 1.992 .92 2.301 .83 NA NA NA NA
Belgium (Wallonia) NA NA NA NA 2.170 .99 2.079 .82

Bulgaria 2.226 .95 2.322 .82 2.229 .95 2.151 .86

Switzerland 2.052 .93 2.206 .79 2.082 .93 2.160 .85

Chile 2.298 1.03 2.209 .97 NA NA NA NA

Cyprus 2.712 .93 1.755 .84 2.720 .93 2.292 1.04

Czech Republic 2.126 .87 2.007 .71 2.180 .87 2.086 .88

Denmark 1.977 .95 2.601 .78 2.104 .97 2.724 .78

England NA NA NA NA 1.886 .93 2.216 .97

Estonia NA NA NA NA 2.204 .90 2.200 .77

Finland 1.820 .85 2.130 .76 1.873 .87 2.234 .94

Greece NA NA NA NA 2.157 1.0 2.226 .97

Hungary 2.231 .87 1.991 .76 2.255 .87 1.987 .88

Italy NA NA NA NA 2.270 .96 2.301 .88

Lithuania NA NA NA NA 2.301 .87 1.889 .71

Latvia 2.264 .89 2.022 .69 2.309 .89 2.325 .79

Norway 1.988 .95 2.588 .69 2.301 .87 2.419 .82

Poland 2.306 .95 2.092 .73 2.324 .95 2.000 .81

Portugal 2.081 .92 2.328 .86 2.099 .92 1.994 .95

Romania NA NA NA NA 2.272 1.01 1.962 .83

Russian Federation 2.492 .85 2.402 .77 2.537 .85 2.050 .83

Slovak Republic 2.569 .90 2.240 .77 2.612 .89 2.170 .86

Slovenia 2.116 1.0 1.97 .79 2.125 .99 2.072 .88

Sweden 1.893 .95 2.425 .77 1.962 .95 2.209 .86

USA 2.209 .93 2.672 .87 NA NA NA NA
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Since the CPE index described above is created for a pool of countries it is 
possible that changes in the country scores on the index of CPE between t1 
and t2 are the result of relative changes between countries. To take this into 
account, we repeat the analysis with ‘interest in politics’ as the dependent 
variable taken from CIVED 1999, ISSP 2004 and EVS 2008. In all three surveys, 
this variable is measured with the same answer categories. Therefore, it 
is not necessary to standardize the scores and hence this approach allows 
the examination for absolute (not relative) scores for interest in politics. 
A downside of interest in politics as the dependent variable is that due to 
the limited number of categories it is not possible to apply the conditional 
quantile regression models. The variable is available for 18 countries when 
using ISSP 2004 as t2 and 22 when using EVS 2008. The descriptive statistics 
can be found in Table 1 (CIVED and ISSP sample) and Table 2.3 (CIVED 
and EVS sample). The country scores for interest in politics by survey are 
presented in Table 2.4. To take into account the large difference in sample 
size between CIVED and both adult surveys, sampling weights were applied 
once again.

Independent variables
The independent variables are: 1) the number of years students in a 
country are tracked in secondary education after age 14, and 2) the mean 
percentage tertiary education enrollment. The number of years students are 
tracked after age 14 is based on the ‘age of first selection’ and the ‘typical 
age finishing high school’ from Eurydice (2007) and OECD Education at a 
Glance (2002). Age of first selection refers to the moment in which students 
are first enrolled in differential learning routes or course levels after all 
students were enrolled in the same learning route. The mean percentage of 
tertiary education enrollment was calculated for the period that the oldest 
respondents of the adult cohort were 19 years old, for ISSP 2004 and EVS 
2008 respectively 1994 and 1998, until the year the survey was taken by using 
World Bank data.6 In Table 2.5 and Figure 2.1 the scores on both independent 
variables by country are presented. Interestingly, many countries with only 
two or three years of tracking after age 14 demonstrate a relatively high 
percentage of people in higher education. Conversely, countries with four or 

6 “(…) the total enrollment in tertiary education (ISCED 5-7), regardless of age, expressed as a percentage of the total 
population for the five-year age group following from secondary education. As derived from: http://data.worldbank.org/
indicator/SE.TER.ENRR?order=wbapi_data_value_1988%20wbapi_data_value%20wbapi_data_value-first&sort=asc 
(accessed 2 December 2013)
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five years of tracking after age 14 demonstrate relatively low percentages 
of participation in tertiary education. Moreover, this latter group includes 
noticeably many Eastern European countries. 

Table 2.5 Independent variable scores by country

Years tracked after age 14 Mean percentage in higher education 
CIVED 1999 ISSP 2004 

and EVS 2008
CIVED 1999 ISSP 2004

(1994-2004)
EVS 2008

(1998-2008)
Australia 0 2 0 70,55 NA
Belgium (Wallonia) 0 4 0 NA 60,30
Bulgaria 0 5 0 41,27 44,36
Switzerland 0 4 0 37,3 42,73
Chile 0 4 0 35,6 NA
Cyprus 0 3 0 22,8 30,10
Czech Republic 0 5 0 28,18 39,09
Denmark 0 3 0 56,7 67,55
England 0 2 0 NA 59,00
Estonia 0 3 0 NA 55,91
Finland 0 3 0 78,45 87,45
Greece 0 3 0 NA 69,00
Hungary 0 4 0 35,55 50,91
Italy 0 5 0 NA 57,55
Lithuania 0 5 0 NA 63,27
Latvia 0 3 0 48,45 64,91
Norway 0 3 0 66,10 73,18
Poland 0 4 0 46,18 58,09
Portugal 0 3 0 40,60 47,82
Romania 0 5 0 NA 38,18
Russian Federation 0 2 0 54,10 63,63
Slovak Republic 0 5 0 26,27 36,00
Slovenia 0 4 0 50,00 68,73
Sweden 0 3 0 61,00 72,73
USA 0 2 0 76,10 NA

Control variables
The overlap of social background items in CIVED and the two adult social 
surveys is limited. We control for three background variables: 1. gender 
(1=female), 2. age, and 3. socioeconomic status. Regrettably, CIVED 
1999 and ISSP 2004 do not share a common socioeconomic measure such 
as parents’ education. However, as a proxy we take respondents’ own 
educational attainment. We used ‘expected years of further education’ 
from CIVED and ‘years of schooling’ from ISSP, and standardized them. 
When interpreting this measure as a proxy of SES we make an assumption 
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that errors of the CIVED respondents’ regarding their future education are 
random. Therefore, we present models both with and without this measure 
of SES when analyzing CIVED-ISSP data.

CIVED and EVS, in contrast, include an identical measure of SES: father’s 
education (Table 2.3). The items from both surveys were recoded so that they 
contain the following categories: 0.) no elementary school, 1) elementary 
school, 2) finish some high school, 3) graduated from high school, 4.) some 
post-secondary non tertiary education, and 5) tertiary education. 

Figure 2.1 Scatter plot country scores on independent variables

Note: Chile is not presented in the graph, because with 4 years of tracking after age 14 and an average of  35,60% of the 
population in tertiary education, it highly overlaps with Hungary (4 years of tracking and 35,55% in higher education).

Diagnostics and robustness checks
We chose 14 as the age at which we start counting years of tracking to apply a 
‘clean’ country fixed effects design, by using the available CIVED data where 
CPE is measured at the age of 14. However, in some countries students 
are sorted into tracks before the age of 14. To account for this limitation, 
we ran separate models with a measure for years of tracking including the 
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years of tracking before age 14 as a robustness check. This analysis led to 
substantially the same findings, only with smaller effect sizes, as our main 
analysis where we examine years of tracking after age 14 (appendix 2.3). 

To take into account our assumption that civic and political outcomes of 
respondents older than 19 are highly similar to when the respondents were 
19 and, hence, that the stretching of the adult age group does not lead to 
bias, we reran the models with an adult wave of age 19-24 (appendix 2.4). 
This led to one substantially different finding which is reported in the results 
section.

Although we account for differences between countries that are stable 
between t1 and t2 by using country fixed effects, it is still possible that 
changes in countries with regard to political stability and culture could 
impact our findings. Therefore it is important that we account for variation 
in political culture. The level of corruption is recognized as an important 
feature of political institutions that, moreover, negatively influences civic 
engagement (Hooghe & Quintelier, 2014). Hakhverdian and Mayne (2012) 
demonstrate that the relation between education and trust in institutions 
is mediated by the level of corruption. As a robustness check we repeated 
our analyses including a measure of corruption as operationalized by the 
World Bank.7 This variable reflects ”perceptions of the extent to which public 
power is exercised for private gain, including both petty and grand forms of 
corruption, as well as ‘capture’ of the state by elites and private interests” 
(Kaufmann et al., 2009). In our analyses including a measure for the level of 
corruption we did not find a significant effect for the level of corruption and 
the results were substantially the same as in our main analysis. 

2.4 Results 

The results of the country fixed effects models for the first dependent 
variable CPE are presented in Table 2.6 (without a proxy for SES) and 2.7 
(with a proxy for SES). The tables include six models, namely, the models 
in which the ‘treatment’ of years of tracking is assessed for the sample as a 
whole and for the 15th and 85th percentile (models 1) and the models in which 

7 For every country in the sample, we coded the corruption index separately for the two waves t1 and t2. For t1, we took the 
value of the year 1998 (1999 is not available), and for t2 we took the value of the year 2004.
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we also control for the percentage in tertiary education, once again for the 
whole of the sample and the 15th and 85th percentile (models 2). For reasons 
of parsimony the fixed effects for country are not presented in the tables. 

In all models of both tables being female is negatively related to the CPE 
index. In contrast, being older is generally significantly positively related to 
the CPE-index. Only for the 85th percentile of the CPE distribution age is not 
significantly related to CPE  (see model 1c in Table 2.6 and models 1c and 
2c in Table 2.7). In Table 2.7 we see that our proxy for SES is significantly 
positively related to the CPE index. Finally, a dummy for being a respondent 
of the adult sample is positively related to CPE in models 1 in both tables. 
This result indicates that at the aggregate level CPE increases for the sample 
between the age of 14 and young adulthood. When participation in tertiary 
education is included in the model, however, being in the older wave is 
associated with a lower level of engagement. 

In model 1a of Table 2.6 the independent variable of our interest, years 
tracked after age 14, is negatively related to the CPE index with -.169 at 
p<.001. This finding implies that CPE increased less between 1999 and 2004 
for people living in societies with a more prolonged period of tracking after 
the age of 14. In models 1b and 1c, where model 1a is repeated for the 15th 
and 85th percentile of the CPE distribution, the negative effects of years of 
tracking are respectively more and less pronounced with -.188 and -.137 at 
p < 0.001. This finding means that a longer tracked curriculum is on average 
associated with less civic engagement across the distribution, but that 
the loss in engagement in strongly tracked systems is most severe at the 
bottom of the distribution. In models 1a, 1b, and 1c of Table 2.7, where SES 
is included into the models, we find the same pattern of a negative effect of 
years of tracking after age 14 on CPE that is more pronounced for the bottom 
and less for the top of the distribution is found, only reduced in strength. 
With these findings hypothesis 1 is supported.
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Table 2.6 Results country fixed effects models for CPE

M1 M2

Model 1a Model 1b
Q15

Model 1c
Q85

Model 2a Model 2b
Q15

Model 2c
Q85

Wave t=2
(ISSP 2004)

.373***
[.067]

.226***
[.048]

.519***
[.068]

-1.675***
[.126]

-2.194***
[.138]

-.797***
[.110]

Female -.108***
[.015]

-.044*
[.021]

-.129***
[.019]

-.111***
[.014]

-.060**
[.017]

-.117***
[.022]

Age .019***
[.004]

.029***
[.005]

.008
[.005]

.022***
[.004]

.028***
[.006]

.009*
[.003]

Years tracked after 
14

-.169***
[.014]

-.188***
[.013]

-.137***
[.014]

.104***
[.020]

.148***
[.026]

.032†
[.019]

Percentage in tertiary 
education

.023***
[.001]

.026***
[.002]

.015***
[.001]

Constant -.227**
[.066]

-1.173***
[.072]

.444***
[.101]

-.257***
[.066]

-1.178***
[.095]

.362***
[.059]

n country 18 18 18 18 18 18

n 49224 49224 49224 49224 49224 49224

Note: Standard error in between brackets. ***p<0.001,**p<0.01, *p<0.05, †p<0.1.

Table 2.7 Results country fixed effects models for CPE including proxy for SES (years 
of expected/actual education)

M1 M2

Model 1a Model 1b
Q15

Model 1c
Q85

Model 2a Model 2b
Q15

Model 2c
Q85

Wave t=2
(ISSP 2004)

.316***
[.067]

.201*
[.100]

.478***
[.084]

-1.562***
[.124]

-1.981***
[.166]

.837***
[.142]

Female -.128***
[.014]

-.088***
[.019]

-.164***
[.017]

-.130***
[.014]

-.095*** 
[.018]

-.155***
[.017]

Age .008† 
[.004]

.0178**
[.007]

-.007
[.005]

.012*
[.004]

.020**
[.006]

-.003
[.006]

Proxy for SES .175***
[.007]

.186***
[.001]

.160***
[.009]

.165***
[.007]

.172***
[.009]

.150 ***
[.009]

Years tracked after 14 -.120***
[.014]

.148***
[.022]

-.086***
[.021]

.128***
[.020]

.147***
[.028]

.083**
[.124]

Percentage in tertiary 
education

.021***
[.001]

.024***
[.001]

.015***
[.001]

Constant -.064
[.065]

-.961***
[.105]

.701***
[.080]

-.101
[.064]

-1.027***
[.092]

.597***   
[.086]

n country 18 18 18 18 18 18

n 49224 49224 49224 49224 49224 49224
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In model 2a of Table 2.6 the mean percentage in tertiary education within 
the countries in the sample between 1994 and 2004 is included. Not 
surprisingly, this variable is positively related to CPE; in education systems 
with more people enrolled in higher education average CPE is higher. What 
is surprising, however, is that the effect of years being tracked after age 14 
is now positive. This is not only true in the model for the whole sample with 
.104 at p<0.001 in Table 2.6 and 0.128 at p<0.001 in Table 2.7, but also for 
the bottom of the distribution with 0.148 at p<.001 (Table 2.6) and 0.147 at 
p<0.001 (Table 2.7) and the top of the distribution with  0.032 at p<0.1 (Table 
6.2) and .083 at p<0.001(Table 2.7). This suggests that the negative and 
inequality enhancing effects years of tracking found in models 1 are only 
there because tracking reduces enrollment in tertiary education. With this 
finding hypothesis 2 is confirmed. The positive effect of years of tracking in 
models 2, suggests that disregarding the negative relation between tracking 
and enrollment in higher education, more pronounced tracking stimulates 
CPE, notably for initial low-achievers. When studying a more narrow adult 
population (age 19-24 instead of 19-29) the effect of number of years 
tracked after age 14 is rather similar for model 1 (Appendix 2.4). The results 
in model 2 of the table in appendix 2 differ from our main results in Tables 
2.6 and 2.7 in that the effect of years of tracking is not significant for the 15th 
percentile and that it is stronger rather than weaker for the 85th percentile 
compared to whole sample. Nonetheless, the finding that the negative effect 
of years of tracking that we find in model 1 disappears when we control for 
participation in tertiary education remains robust. Hence hypothesis 2 is still 
confirmed after this robustness check.

Tables 2.8 and 2.9 present the findings of the  models with and without 
(a proxy for) SES for the second dependent variable: interest in politics. 
Because it is not possible to study percentiles for this variable, we only 
examine two models. The findings for the control variables gender, age, 
(a proxy for) SES are highly similar to the findings in tables 2.6 and 2.7 
described above. Only age is no longer significantly related to interest in 
politics when we control for a proxy for SES in the CIVED-ISSP sample (Table 
2.9). 

When examining models based on CIVED and ISSP data, the same pattern 
as found for the CPE index described above becomes apparent; a longer 
tracked curriculum is negatively related to interest in politics (-0.145 at 
p<0.001 in Table 2.8 and -0.094 at p<0.001 in Table 2.9), but this turns into a 
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positive relation when the percentage in tertiary education is included in the 
model (0.147 at p<0.001 in Table 2.8 and .172 at p<0.001 in Table 2.9). When 
examining the models run with a sample from CIVED and 

Table 2.8 Results country fixed effects models for interest in politics

ISSP 2004 EVS 2008

Model 1 Model2 Model 1 Model 2 
Wave t=2
(ISSP 2004 or EVS 2008)

.400***
[.072]

-1.784***
[.137]

.018
[.067]

-.762***
[.120]

Female -.155***
[.016]

-.158***
[.015]

-.211***
[.013]

-.210***
[.210]

Age .015**
[.005]

.017***
[.005]

.027***
[.004]

.027***
[.004]

Years tracked after 14 -.145***
[.016]

.147***
[.022]

-.091***
[.014]

-.037†
[.016]

Percentage in tertiary 
education

.024***
[.001]

.010***
[.001]

Constant 2.058***
[.070]

2.026***
[.069]

1.959*** 
[.057]

1.954***
[.057]

n country 18 18 22 22

n 49224 49224 47940 47940

 

Table 2.9 Results country fixed effects models for interest in politics including (proxy 
for) SES

ISSP 2004 EVS 2008

Model 1 Model 2 Model 1 Model 2
Wave t=2
(ISSP 2004 or EVS 2008)

.342***
[.071]

-1.668***
[.135]

-.018
[.07]

-.718***
[.12]

Female -.176***
[.015]

-.178***
[.015]

-.206***
[.01]

-.206*** 
[.01]

Age .003
[.005]

.006
[.005]

.029***
[0]

.029***
[0]

(proxy for) SES .186***
[.008]

.170***
[.008]

.072***
[.01]

.071***
[.01]

Years tracked after 14 -.094***
[.015]

.172***
[.022]

-.093***
[.01]

-.037*
[.02]

Percentage in tertiary 
education

.022***
[.001]

.001***
[0]

Constant 2.226***  
[.007]

2.186***
[.068]

1.676***
[.06]

1.679***
[.06]

n country 18 18 22 22

n 49224 49224 47940 47940

Note: The proxy for SES measure that is used for the CIVED-ISSP sample is years of expected/actual education. The measure for SES that 
is used for the CIVED-EVS sample father’s education.
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EVS data, the effect of years tracked is negative once again in model 1 
(-0.091 at p<0.001 in Table 2.8 and -0.093 at p<0.001 in Table 2.9). In contrast 
to all previous results, the relation between number of 

years tracked and the dependent outcome in model 2 stays significantly 
negative with -0.037 at p<0.1 in Table 2.8 and -0.037 at p<0.05 in Table 2.9. 
However, the effect of years of tracking on interest in

politics does decrease in model 2 compared to model 1. Therefore hypothesis 
2 is still confirmed. In short, the findings for the dependent variable interest 
in politics also confirm hypothesis 1 and 2 similar to the findings for the 
CPE index and hence add to the robustness of these findings. The findings 
for the control variables gender, age, (a proxy for) SES are highly similar 
to the findings in tables 2.6 and 2.7 described above. Only age is no longer 
significantly related to interest in politics when we control for a proxy for 
SES in the CIVED-ISSP sample (Table 2.9). 

When examining models based on CIVED and ISSP data, the same pattern 
as found for the CPE index described above becomes apparent; a longer 
tracked curriculum is negatively related to interest in politics (-0.145 at 
p<0.001 in Table 2.8 and -0.094 at p<0.001 in Table 2.9), but this turns into a 
positive relation when the percentage in tertiary education is included in the 
model (0.147 at p<0.001 in Table 2.8 and .172 at p<0.001 in Table 2.9). When 
examining the models run with a sample from CIVED and EVS data, the effect 
of years tracked is negative once again in model 1 (-0.091 at p<0.001 in Table 
2.8 and -0.093 at p<0.001 in Table 2.9). In contrast to all previous results, 
the relation between number of years tracked and the dependent outcome 
in model 2 stays significantly negative with -0.037 at p<0.1 in Table 2.8 and 
-0.037 at p<0.05 in Table 2.9. However, the effect of years of tracking on 
interest in politics does decrease in model 2 compared to model 1. Therefore 
hypothesis 2 is still confirmed. In short, the findings for the dependent 
variable interest in politics also confirm hypothesis 1 and 2 similar to the 
findings for the CPE index and hence add to the robustness of these findings. 

2.5 Discussion and conclusion

The mixed findings from country-case studies examining the relation between 
curricular tracking and civic and political engagement (CPE) identity the need 
for a comparative approach. Unfortunately, there is a lack of longitudinal 
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cross-country studies that include measures of CPE during adolescence, 
which is both the formative phase of CPE and the period during which 
curricular tracking occurs. In this study, we overcome this issue by combining 
data from two cross-sectional surveys with identical measures of CPE for the 
same birth cohort. Using a country fixed effects design, we assessed whether 
there is a relation between the length of the tracked curriculum across 
education systems and the development of  CPE – in terms of efficiency and 
equality – in 25 countries. 

The findings show that when students are tracked longer in secondary 
education, CPE is reduced, particularly for the lower part of the engagement 
distribution. Thus, in education systems with a longer tracked curriculum 
both the average engagement is reduced and the inequality in engagement is 
enlarged. This is the opposite of what is desirable for democracy considering 
a strong democracy requires an engaged citizenry and political equality 
(Dahl, 1998). It moreover demonstrates that early tracking education systems 
contribute to the civic engagement gap. The fact that we find a similar but less 
pronounced negative effect of the duration of tracking on aggregate CPE when 
we account for tracking before the age of 14, suggests that this effect is more 
noticeable after the age of 14 than before. 

However, we find that the negative effect of tracking is mediated by enrollment 
rates in higher education. In fact, we find that, when taking into account 
the enrollment in tertiary education, the length of the tracked curriculum 
is no longer negatively, but positively related to CPE, notably for initial low-
achievers. It is well known that early-tracking systems have more barriers and 
educational dead-ends regarding higher education and that tertiary education 
participation rates are lower in these education systems. Our findings 
suggests that tracking is harmful particularly because it reduces enrollment 
in higher education. As a result a larger share of the population misses out 
on the benefits that higher education provides for CPE, such as increased 
cognitive and civic skills, and a social network of people who are likely to 
have high CPE. Another possible explanation of why lower tertiary education 
rates, and therefore tracking, are harmful for CPE is that people with a (pre-)
vocational education who do not have access to higher education may feel 
that society does not acknowledge them properly and therefore they turn 
away from it (Van Houtte & Stevens, 2008). The positive effect of tracking, 
when controlling for higher education participation rates, could be explained 
by the higher classroom and school homogeneity of students in terms of 
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SES in education systems with a longer tracked curriculum. This implies that 
students hold more similar values which enables an open classroom climate 
for discussion (Campbell, 2007; Isac et al., 2011). 

The findings of this chapter are consistent with findings from other 
comparative studies that demonstrated that more tracking is associated 
with less CPE and more dispersion of CPE between tracks or socioeconomic 
groups. However, these studies were all cross-sectional in nature. Moreover, 
we add to the literature with our finding that the relation between the 
duration of tracking and CPE may not be driven by tracking itself, but by the 
consequences tracking has for access to higher education. 

Although we have addressed a few important limitations with our robustness 
checks, some remaining caveats need to be mentioned. First of all, by 
taking 19 as the age at which students have left high school, we simplify 
heterogeneity in the age at which people leave high school, across and 
within countries, and the various educational or occupational pathways they 
take after this. Unfortunately there is no suitable cross-national longitudinal 
micro data available to address this heterogeneity. 

Second, the design does not deal with unobserved characteristics that 
correlate with both tracking and growth in CPE during adolescence. Besides 
enrollment in higher education there may be other aggregate or macro level 
changes between being 14 and young adulthood that correlate with both 
tracking and CPE and, hence, can bias the findings. 

Finally, by design we were only able to study contextual effects on CPE, while 
the underlying theory of individual-level effects of track enrollment could 
not be tested. Hence, we may theorize about tracking systems affecting 
differences between students educated in different tracks, but there is 
a potential ecological fallacy when we do so. We see our results therefore 
as a complement to studies that examine school career data on one or a 
few countries, that analyze individual-level differences between students 
educated in different tracks.  

The policy implication of our findings is that, to reduce the civic engagement 
gap, countries with pronounced curricular tracking may gain from increasing 
possibilities and reducing obstacles to ultimately access higher education 
for people in (pre-)vocational education. Besides that, it is necessary to 
further look into the mechanisms that are at work in creating the positive 
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relation between tertiary education enrollment and CPE. Subsequently, 
experimenting whether certain CPE increasing features can be extracted 
from higher education and provided to students that will not continue in 
higher education, may be beneficial for the CPE of these people. 
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Abstract

In this chapter it is examined whether the allocation of students into 
curricular tracks in lower secondary education in the Netherlands affects the 
level of students’ civic engagement (civic knowledge and civic attitudes) and 
what mechanisms play a role in this process. By using panel data on lower 
secondary education students in the Netherlands in grade six (pre-tracking) 
and grade nine (post-tracking), it is assessed whether there is an effect of 
track placement on civic engagement on top of the pre-existing differences 
across pupils in primary school. It is also examined whether being enrolled 
in a particular track is related to the development of literacy and academic 
self-efficacy. Finally, it is tested whether these mediating variables 
are related to civic engagement. The findings demonstrate that track 
placement is associated with the development of academic self-efficacy 
and literacy skills. In turn, self-efficacy and literacy skills are related to civic 
engagement. However, these mechanisms do not add up to a ‘track effect’ on 
civic engagement. 
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3.1 Introduction

It is a well-documented finding that there is a ‘civic engagement gap’ 
between more and less socioeconomically advantaged people (Dalton, 
2007; Levinson, 2012; Verba et al., 1995). This gap poses a challenge to 
the democratic ideal of political equality, representative democracy and 
social cohesion (Dahl, 2007; Lijphart, 1997; Lipset, 1959; Putnam, 2000). 
An increasing body of literature indicates differences in various civic 
competencies among students in different secondary education curricular 
tracks across a number of countries (Hoskins et al., 2016; Stevens, 
2002; Netjes et al., 2011; Van der Meer et al., 2021). Students in a pre-
vocational track typically exhibit less civic engagement than students in 
the general and academic tracks do. Theoretically it could be argued that 
the civic engagement gap can be magnified by curricular tracking, because 
differences between the pre-vocational and the general or academic track 
can have consequences for the development of cognitive skills, for peer 
socialization, and for the students’ self-efficacy. These features could be 
related, in turn, to the development of civic engagement. A small body of 
longitudinal studies in which the relationship between track placement 
and civic engagement is examined has led to some indications that track 
placement might have consequences for the development of the civic 
engagement, but the evidence is not unequivocal. 

The aim of this chapter is to answer two research questions: 1. Is there an 
effect of being enrolled in a particular track (track placement) on the civic 
engagement on top of the pre-existing differences across pupils in primary 
school? 2. What mechanisms are associated with increased variation in the 
development of the civic engagement among students in different tracks? 
By using longitudinal data on lower secondary education students in the 
Netherlands in grade six (pre-tracking) and grade nine (post-tracking), 
it is examined whether there is an effect of track placement in secondary 
education on civic engagement on top of the pre-existing differences 
across pupils in primary school. In this chapter it is also assessed whether 
being enrolled in a particular track is related to the development of literacy, 
efficacy and classroom composition in terms of socioeconomic status and 
literacy. Finally, it is tested whether these mediating variables are related to 
civic engagement. 
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This chapter contributes to the literature in two ways. First, a pre-tracking 
measurement of civic engagement is included in the analytical model. In 
other studies about the relationship between track placement and civic 
engagement the first moment of measurement occurs after track placement 
or the pre-tracking measure of civic engagement is not identical to the post-
tracking measure of civic engagement. Accordingly, the development of 
students’ civic engagement could already be affected by track placement 
before the first measurement of civic engagement took place. By including 
a pre-tracking measurement of civic engagement that is identically 
operationalized as the post-tracking measurement of civic engagement this 
problem is dealt with. 

Second, in this chapter the underlying mechanisms of the relationship 
between track placement and civic engagement are tested in a longitudinal 
manner. Although previous studies described mechanisms that could explain 
a relation between tracking and civic engagement, they have not put these 
mechanisms to the empirical test using longitudinal data. In this study, the 
role of central mechanisms is systematically observed (Hoskins et al., 2016; 
Janmaat et al., 2014). 

Another strength of the study is that a measure of cognitive skills (literacy 
skills) is incorporated in the models. Literacy relates to civic competencies, 
track placement, and socioeconomic background (Eidhof et al., 2016b). 
Therefore it is important to include literacy for the elimination of spurious 
relationships. To our best knowledge there is only one other longitudinal 
study about track placement and civic engagement that accounts for 
cognitive skills (Janmaat et al., 2014). 

3.2 Theoretical framework

Tracking and civic engagement: existing literature
Curricular tracking, or the selection of students into different learning 
routes based on alleged cognitive skills and motivation, occurs in many 
countries (e.g., Hanushek & Wössmann, 2006). Within lower secondary 
education, broadly a distinction between a (pre-)vocational, general and/
or academic track can be made. Various studies that address the distribution 
of citizenship competencies among students from different tracks, indicate 
that students in (pre-)vocational learning routes hold lower levels of civic 
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engagement than students in the general or academic track do (Hoskins et 
al., 2016; Kavadias et al., 2017; Netjes et al., 2011; Stevens, 2002; Van der 
Meer et al., 2021; Van de Werfhorst 2017). 

Differences in civic engagement among students from different tracks can 
be the outcome of enrollment in a particular track, or a mere consequence of 
selection into tracks on the basis of observed or unobserved characteristics 
that affect civic engagement. Therefore, it is important to take a longitudinal 
approach and observe whether the civic engagement of students in 
various tracks develops differently over the early life course. Several 
longitudinal country-case studies in which the relationship between track 
placement and civic engagement is examined have led to mixed findings. 
Some studies find support for a positive relationship between general/
academic education and civic engagement. Eckstein et al. (2012) find that 
in Germany between grade 7 and 11 a positive attitude towards political 
engagement and willingness to participate mainly improved for students in 
the college bound track. Claes (2010) finds that in Belgium classes about 
politics contribute less to political knowledge for students in pre-vocational 
secondary education. Janmaat et al. (2014) and Hoskins and Janmaat 
(2016) found that in England having a academic high school qualification is 
positively related to voting and protesting at age 20 compared with having 
a vocational qualification, independent of educational level and controlling 
for prior levels of future voting and protesting. In contrast, Persson (2012) 
finds that when controlling for prior levels of participation there is no effect 
of track on political participation of Swedish upper secondary students after 
one year. Finally, Geboers et al. (2015) demonstrate that in the Netherlands 
enrollment in the pre-vocational track leads to lower self-rated civic skills 
and interpersonal knowledge, but not to a change in societal interest, 
societal knowledge, reflective thinking, and assertiveness. These mixed 
findings could be the result of differences in the types of civic and political 
engagement that are under study, the age of the population that is observed, 
the duration of tracked period that is measured and educational, cultural and 
political differences between countries.

Civic engagement
There are myriad conceptualizations of citizenship and civic engagement 
and therefore it is important to clarify what kind of civic engagement we 
are dealing with (Knights Abowitz & Harnish, 2006; Westheimer & Kahne, 
2004). In this chapter, civic knowledge and civic attitudes about democracy 
and social responsibility are observed. Civic knowledge is central to the 
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functioning of a civil society, promoting democratic values and effectiveness 
of promoting ones interests in the political process (Galston, 2001; Levine, 
2011). Moreover, the acquisition of knowledge, including civic knowledge, 
can be expected to take place in school to a substantial extent. Indeed, there 
are indications that for civic knowledge compared to other civic engagement 
indicators there is more variance at the school and education system level 
and less at the individual level (Isac et al., 2014; see also Chapter 5). 

When studying the development in the civic engagement of secondary 
education students, civic and political attitudes are particularly interesting 
because (young) adolescence is known to be a crucial formative stage for the 
manifestation of such attitudes (Eckstein et al., 2012; Hooghe & Wilkenfeld, 
2008; Sears & Funk, 1999). There is a wide array of civic attitudes such as 
institutional trust, tolerance, ethnocentrism, egalitarianism, and interest 
in politics. Cohen and Chaffee (2012) demonstrate that both the civic 
knowledge and the civic attitudes are positively associated with likelihood of 
future voting. 

Track effect 
Mechanism 1: the curriculum and literacy skills
In this chapter three mechanisms by which track placement might affect 
the development of students’ civic engagement are distinguished. First, 
differences in the curriculum between tracks might lead to a differential 
development of the civic competencies. In terms of cognitive skills higher 
tracks have a more demanding curriculum. Accordingly, it is likely that 
students in the general track will increase their cognitive skills more than 
students in the pre-vocational track and less than students in the academic 
track. 

In turn, cognitive skills are positively related to civic engagement (Dee, 
2004; Schultz et al., 2010; Verba et al., 1995). Eidhof et al. (2016b) found 
that, compared to other cognitive skills, literacy skills are in particular 
positively related to various citizenship outcomes. Examining grade six 
students in the Netherlands these authors demonstrated that language 
ability is positively related to citizenship knowledge, skills, attitudes, and 
reflection. In contrast, mathematics ability was only positively related to 
citizenship knowledge. Moreover, the relationship between mathematics 
and civic knowledge was weaker than the relationship between language 
ability and citizenship knowledge. Literacy enables our understanding of the 
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world as well as the ability to express ourselves and be reflective. Therefore, 
a positive relationship between literacy and citizenship outcomes can be 
expected. This leads to the first two hypotheses: 

Hypothesis 1: Compared to pre-existing differences in primary education, 
literacy skills of students educated in general and academic secondary 
education increase more than those of students enrolled in pre-vocational 
education.   

Hypothesis 2: A higher level of literacy is related to a higher level of 
citizenship. 

Besides curriculum differences in terms of cognitive skills, there are also 
indications that in various countries civic education differs between tracks 
in terms of the curriculum and pedagogy. Within the academic track critical 
and evaluative thinking about society and the student’s position in it is 
encouraged. In contrast, in the pre-vocational track there is an emphasis 
on social skills, professional skills and duty (ten Dam & Volman, 2003; 
Ho, 2014; Ichilov, 2002; Leeman & Volman, 2021; Nieuwelink et al., 2019). 
Besides qualitative differences in the civic education between tracks, there 
are signs that students in higher tracks get more civic learning opportunities 
(Deimel et al., 2020; Eurydice, 2017; Ho, 2014; Hoskins et al., 2017; Kahne & 
Middaugh, 2009). Unfortunately, the data used in this study does not allow 
to measure the relationship between  characteristics of civic education and 
civic engagement. 

Mechanism 2: students’ self-efficacy
Secondly, track enrollment might affect the development of civic engagement 
mediated by its implications for the students’ self-efficacy. Track placement 
can affect students’ self-efficacy in two ways depending on the group to 
which students in a tracked education system compare themselves with. 
When students compare themselves with students from other tracks, 
enrollment into the pre-vocational track could lead to feelings of inferiority, 
exclusion or stigmatization (Van Houtte & Stevens, 2008; Janmaat, 2011; 
Stevens, 2002). This could undermine the student’s academic self-efficacy. 
Van Houtte & Stevens (2008) show that a higher rate of misconduct among 
students from the pre-vocational track in Flanders can be explained by a 
‘sense of futility’, which the students experience as a result of pursuing the 
pre-vocational track. Hoskins et al. (2016) demonstrate that political self-
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efficacy has a mediating role in the relationship between tracking and voting 
intentions in Denmark. However, this mediating effect was not found for 
England and Germany. 

Alternatively, students can compare themselves to their classmates rather 
than students in other curricular tracks. In this case the (perceived) relative 
performance of students in pre-vocational tracks is likely to increase 
more than that of students in higher tracks after tracking and, hence, their 
academic self-efficacy is likely to increase more. This is called ‘the big fish 
little pond effect’ (Chmielewski et al., 2013; Marsh et al., 2008). 

Subsequently, having a high level of self-efficacy implies that the step to 
take on various tasks is smaller than when having a low level of self-efficacy. 
It can therefore be expected that students with a high self-efficacy are more 
disposed to become civically engaged in terms of the civic participation, 
reading about civic issues, taking part in discussions etc. Hoskins et al. 
(2016) demonstrate that political self-efficacy is an important predictor of 
voting intentions. 

This leads to the next hypotheses:

Hypothesis 3a.) Compared to pre-existing differences in primary education, 
self-efficacy of students educated in general and academic secondary 
education increases more than that of students enrolled in pre-vocational 
education.   

Hypothesis 3b.) Compared to pre-existing differences during primary 
education, self-efficacy of students educated in general and academic 
secondary education increases less than that of students enrolled in pre-
vocational education.   

Hypothesis 4.) A higher level of efficacy is related to a higher level of civic 
engagement.

Unfortunately the data used in this chapter does not include a measure of 
political self-efficacy. Therefore, a measure of academic self-efficacy 
is used. Although academic self-efficacy does not necessarily overlap 
with political self-efficacy, we expect that academic self-efficacy is also 
positively related to civic engagement. 
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Mechanism 3: classroom composition and peer effects
Finally, enrollment in a particular track might affect the development of 
civic engagement as a result of the differential composition of tracks. In 
tracked education systems the classroom composition might be altered 
in various ways8. In this chapter, the consequences of tracking on the 
classroom composition in terms of socioeconomic background and literacy 
skills are considered. However, the statistical reliability of the relation 
between tracking and classroom composition is somewhat compromised 
(see methods section). Therefore the hypotheses regarding this part of the 
theoretical frame are not numbered and the results are not presented in 
remainder of this chapter, but in appendix 3.3. 

Students with a more advantageous socioeconomic background (SES) 
are distributed into a higher track more often than students with a less 
advantageous SES and vice versa (i.e., Hanushek & Wössmann, 2006).  
Moreover, as discussed above, the higher cognitive demands of higher 
tracks lead students with more literacy skills to be selected into the 
higher tracks. As a consequence students in higher tracks interact more 
with peers with a relatively high SES and good literacy skills compared to 
students in a lower track. Socioeconomic background is a good predictor of 
citizenship competencies; people with a higher SES typically hold more civic 
competencies. 

As mentioned above, literacy skills are also positively related to civic 
engagement. Consequently it can be expected that students in higher tracks 
are subject to peer effects that are more advantageous for the development 
of the civic engagement. These peer effects could for example take shape in 
the form of more discussion of civic issues, learning civic knowledge from 
peers, stronger civic attitudes, and more participation in civic activities 
through peers. Rossi et al. (2016) demonstrated that civic engagement of 
peers indeed is an important predictor of civic engagement. Moreover, there 
is substantial evidence that classroom mean SES is positively related to civic 
knowledge (Collado et al., 2015; Isac et al., 2011; Janmaat, 2011). 

8 Although it should be mentioned that there are also differences in the student composition of primary schools.
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The theory above leads to the following two hypotheses:

Compared to pre-existing differences in primary education, the classroom 
average in SES and literacy skills of students educated in general and 
academic secondary education increase more than that of students enrolled 
in pre-vocational education.

A higher average classroom level of SES and literacy is related to a higher 
level of civic engagement.

Another way to examine classroom composition is the degree of 
homogeneity in terms of various characteristics within a classroom. In this 
chapter, interest goes out to classroom homogeneity in terms of SES and 
literacy skills. Because students with a high SES and good literacy skills 
are distributed disproportionately into higher curricular tracks it is to be 
expected that tracking leads to more homogeneous classrooms. 

Literature about the relationship between classroom homogeneity and civic 
engagement runs in two directions. On the one hand, in heterogeneous 
classrooms students can learn more from each other as there are more 
differences between the students (Campbell, 2007). On the other hand, 
homogeneous classes create a safe environment for students in which it is 
relatively easy to discuss all kinds of civic issues including more precarious 
ones. A body of research shows that both theories are true for different 
dimensions of civic engagement. Heterogeneous classrooms foster 
measures of civic engagement that are associated with political conflict, 
such as political discussion, whereas homogeneous classroom foster more 
consensual dimensions of civic engagement such as interpersonal trust 
and civic knowledge (Isac, 2011; Campbell, 2007). Because the dimensions 
of civic engagement that are examined in this chapter are of a consensual 
nature (i.e., not conflict based), it can be expected that more homogeneous 
classes are beneficial for the development of this chapters’ measures of civic 
engagement. 

This leads to the following hypotheses:

Compared to pre-existing differences in primary education, classroom 
composition is more homogeneous in terms of SES and literacy after tracking 
for all tracks.  
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A more homogeneous classroom composition in terms of SES and literacy is 
positively related to a higher level of civic engagement.

Figure 3.1 presents a graphical presentation of this chapters’ theoretical 
frame. The arrows correspond to the hypotheses. This theoretical frame 
includes hypotheses with varying expectations regarding the relationship 
between track placement and the development of civic engagement. 
Following the hypotheses regarding individual literacy and classroom 
average SES and literacy it is to be expected that the civic engagement of 
students in higher tracks benefits from tracking practices.  Following the 
hypotheses regarding (individual) self-efficacy tracking practices can be 
beneficial to the civic engagement of either students in higher tracks or 
the civic engagement of students in lower tracks. Finally, following the 
hypotheses regarding classroom homogeneity in SES and literacy the civic 
engagement of both students in higher and students in lower tracks benefits 
from tracking practices. 

Figure 3.1

Considering these contradictories, the theoretical frame as a whole points 
to different direct relationships between tracking and civic engagement. 
Track placement in a higher track may be positively and negatively related to 
students’ civic engagement. Furthermore, it is possible that there is no effect 
of tracking on students’ civic engagement. Considering most hypotheses 
point in the direction of a track effect on civic engagement to the advantage 
of students in higher tracks the main hypothesis in this chapter is the ‘track 
effect hypothesis’: 
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Hypothesis 5: Compared to pre-existing differences in primary school, the 
civic engagement of students educated in general and academic secondary 
education increases more than that of students enrolled in pre-vocational 
education.   

Thus far possible differential outcomes for civic knowledge and civic 
attitudes have not been addressed. The literature shows that, overall, the 
effect of schools on civic engagement is most pronounced at the cognitive 
level (Collado et al., 2015, see also Chapter 5). It is thus to be expected 
that the relationship between the mechanisms and civic engagement is 
more pronounced for civic knowledge than it is for civic attitudes. However, 
considering that self-efficacy is subjective and knowledge is objective, the 
hypotheses about the relationship between efficacy and civic engagement 
(hypotheses 3a and 3b) might apply less to civic knowledge than it does to 
civic attitudes. 

In the Netherlands students are tracked at age 12 years in the transition 
from 6th to 7th grade. Based on a test score and an official advice from the 
elementary school teacher students are allocated to a pre-vocational track, 
a general track, or an academic track. After-tracking citizenship of 9th grade 
students in 2010-2011 is measured. In this school year 50% of students was 
enrolled in the pre-vocational track, 23% in the general track and 21% in the 
academic track (Onderwijs in cijfers, 2015)9. Although a small percentage of 
students moves to another track this is not taken into account in this chapter. 

3.3 Data and methods

For this study the ‘Cool5-18’ Dutch panel data is used of grade six students 
in the school year 2007-08 and the same students in grade nine in 2010-11. 
In the Netherlands track placement occurs in the transition from primary to 
secondary education, from 6th to 7th grade. The data thus includes pre- and 
post-tracking observations, with the post-track observation in the third year 
of secondary school. 

The research interest in this chapter is threefold. First, the interest goes out 
to examining whether track placement affects the development of the three 
mediating variables literacy skills, self-efficacy and classroom composition 

9 The remaining 6% was attending special needs education.
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(i.e., the arrows on the left side in Figure 3.1). Second, it is examined whether 
these mediating variables enhance civic engagement (i.e., the arrows on the 
right side of Figure 3.1). Finally, the (direct) effect of enrolling in a particular 
track on the advancement of civic engagement that occurs between grade six 
and grade nine is observed. 

The relationship between track placement and the mediating variables 
is assessed by using a difference-in-difference design. Accordingly, it is 
estimated if literacy, self-efficacy and the classroom composition measures 
increase more strongly between grade six and nine for students enrolled 
in higher tracks. Then the relationship between track placement and civic 
engagement is assessed in the same manner. Finally, the relationship between 
the three mediating variables and civic engagement is observed. 

When estimating the effect of track placement on classroom composition the 
standard errors are not reliable and, hence, findings in this chapter regarding 
classroom composition should be interpreted with caution. For this reason 
the hypotheses and findings regarding the relation between classroom 
composition and civic engagement are not presented in the results section, 
but in the appendix.

To be able to estimate whether certain characteristics develop differently 
between grade six and 9 for students in certain tracks interaction effects 
between being in grade nine and pursuing a certain track are used. This means 
that the grade six wave also needs to be assigned to a track even though track 
placement has not yet taken place in grade six. To this end grade six students 
are assigned to the track they are in in grade nine. 

A balanced sample is used of grade six and grade nine students who are 
observed twice on the variables in the models. For the models assessing the 
relationship between track placement and literacy skills and self-efficacy this 
was possible with a sample of 4308 students (2154 students in both waves). 
For the models assessing the relationship between track placement and 
classroom composition in terms of SES and literacy this was possible with a 
sample of 2852 students. (The models assessing the relationship between 
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track placement and civic knowledge have a sample size of 1396 and the 
models assessing the relationship between track placement and civic 
attitudes have a sample size of 147210.)

In the formula below T stands for a dummy for the various tracks11 (with the 
theoretical pre-vocational track as the reference group), G for a dummy for 
grade nine, and X for the control variables. To account for nestedness we 
account for clustering of students by school (grade six) and by classroom 
(grade nine). In the data grade six students only have a school ID and not 
a classroom ID whereas in the grade nine data the reverse applies. The 
combined sample students are clustered in the classroom in which they are 
in grade nine. 

Civic engagement measures
The items in the Cool5-18 citizenship competencies questionnaire are 
based on the ‘citizenship competencies’ of ten Dam et al. (2011). In 
this chapter interest goes out to the knowledge component (knowing, 
understanding, and insight) and the attitude component (thoughts, desires, 
and willingness) of citizenship as well as the two social tasks of ‘acting 
democratically’ (“acceptance of and contribution to a democratic society”) 
and ‘acting in a socially responsible manner’ (“taking shared responsibility 
for the communities to which one belongs”) (p.357). To create the dependent 
variables all civic knowledge and civic attitude items from the citizenship 
questionnaire that are about these two social tasks of citizenship are used. 
The indicator for knowledge equals the number of knowledge questions 
about these subjects a student got right (0-14). The attitude variable was 
created by performing factor analysis of all attitude items referring to the 
two social tasks of interest for grade six and 9 separately (grade six n=9905 
and alpha=0.804, grade nine n=7916 and alpha=0.794). The underlying items 
are presented in appendix 3.1. The descriptive statistics of all variables can 
be found in Table 3.1.

10 When including SES classroom composition and literacy classroom composition variables these models 
have a sample size of respectively 976  and 982 (civic knowledge) and 1034 and 1042 (civic attitudes). The 
sample sizes of these models are smaller as a result of attrition and the fact that students in grade six and 9 
in a classroom with less than fifteen observations of parents’ education did not receive a score for classroom 
average or standard deviation of parents’ education (see sections 3.3.3 and  3.3.5).

11 In the analytical model grade six students are assigned to their future (grade nine) track.
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Track placement variables
The independent variables are dummies for curricular tracks. In Dutch 
lower secondary education roughly three tracks can be distinguished: a 
pre-vocational track, a general track, and a academic track. However, the 
pre-vocational track is split up in four separate sub-tracks. In this chapter, 
the two sub-tracks that are more practically oriented and relatively less 
cognitively demanding are combined and the two sub-tracks that are more 
theoretically oriented and more cognitively demanding are combined. This 
leaves us with four track categories: 1. practical pre-vocational education 
(vmbo-b and vmbo-k in the Dutch system), 2. theoretical pre-vocational 
education (vmbo g/t), 3. general secondary education (havo), 4. academic 
education (vwo). A small number of respondents (1,5%) indicated that 
they were enrolled in a combined general and academic track in grade nine. 
Whereas many schools offer a ‘bridge year’ combining two or more tracks in 
grade 7, by the time students are in grade nine the large majority is placed 
in a specific track. Students without a track placement in grade nine are 
excluded from the sample. The distribution of students across the four tracks 
and the descriptive statistics of the two citizenship variables by grade and 
curricular track are presented in Table 3.2. For both citizenship variables a 
pattern of a ‘higher’ track corresponding to a higher mean score is observed 
in both grades. Grouped by track, all students in grade nine score higher on 
civic knowledge than in grade six. For civic attitudes this is only true for the 
practical pre-vocational track and the academic track. Students in the other 
two tracks score higher on civic attitudes in grade six compared to grade 
nine. 

Explanatory variables
In grade six and grade nine literacy is measured by means of two different 
reading comprehension tests. Reading comprehension is therefore measured 
by a within grade z-standardized score of these tests.  The (perceived) 
academic self-efficacy variable is based on ‘Patterns of Adaptive Learning 
Survey (PALS)’ (Midgley et al., 2000). The variable captures the average 
score on the 6 items addressing academic self-efficacy. It was allowed 
to have a missing value on one of the 6 items. The questions measure the 
degree to which it is true that a student feels able to succeed in school by a 
five point Likert scale where 1 refers to “not at all true” and 5 means “very 
true”. The underlying items are included in appendix 3.2.
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Table 3.1 Descriptive statistics

Grade 6 Grade 9

n Mean (SD) Range n Mean (SD) Range
Individual-level

Civic knowledge 698 11.391
(2.271)

2-14 698 11.754
(2.441)

2-14

Civic attitude 736 -.001
(.852)

-3.940-   
1.836

736 .029
(.895)

-3.94-   2.208

Female 2154 .530 (.499) 0-1 2154 .530
(.499)

0-1

School located in urban area (1=yes) 2154 .321
(.467)

0-1 2154 .426
(.495)

0-1

Dutch 2154 .708
(.455)

0-1 2154 .705
(.456)

0-1

Moroccan or Turkish 2154 .019
(.135)

0-1 2154 .019
(.135)

0-1

Surinam or Antillean 2154 .086
(.281)

0-1 2154 .086
(.280)

0-1

Other Western 2154 .018
(.133)

0-1 2154 .043
(.202)

0-1

Other Non-Western 2154 .041
(.200)

0-1 2154 .017
(.123)

0-1

Migrant status missing 2154 .128
(.334)

0-1 2154 .128
(.334)

0-1

Reading comprehension 2154 .192
(1.00)

-3.102–
2.839

2154 -.114
(1.038)

-3.937–1.285

Parents’ highest education 2154 2.983
(.875)

1-4 2154 3.026
(.887)

1-4

Academic self-efficacy 2154 3.686
(.594)

1.167 –5 2154 3.515
(.587)

1-5

Not religious 2154 .338
(.473)

0-1 2154 .352
(.478)

0-1

Religious 2154 .517
(.500)

0-1 2154 .503
(.500)

0-1

Religious affiliation missing 2154 .145
(.352)

0-1 2154 .145
(.352)

0-1

Classroom-level

Reading comprehension Mean 1420 .138
(.385)

-2.708-   
1.019

1420 .068
(.755)

-2.073-   
1.101

Reading comprehension SD 1420 .885
(.196)

.088-   1.379 1420 .506
(.222)

.079-    1.171

Parents’ highest education average 
Mean

1420 3.017
(.428)

1.222-   
3.877

1420 3.149
(.426)

1-4

Parents’ highest education SD 1420 .731
(.168)

.416-    1.289 1420 .655
(.163)

0-1.414
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Table 3.2 Descriptive statistics of the dependent variables by curricular track and grade

Civic knowledge Civic attitude

Grade 6 Grade 9 Grade 6 Grade 9

Mean (SD) n Mean (SD) n Mean (SD) n Mean (SD) n
Practical pre-vocational 9.714

(2.770)
185 10.476

(2.668)
185 -.255

(.897)
206 -.124

(.872)
206

Theoretical pre-vocational  11.427
(1.832)

185 11.476
(2.644)

185 -.060
(.820)

200 -.088
(.882)

200

General 12.068 
(1.640)

148 12.473
(1.904)

148 .100
(.793)

147 .095
(.968)

147

Academic 12.522
 (1.404)

180 12.761
(1.583)

180 .267
(.792)

183 .276
(.819)

183

Total 11.391
(2.271)

698 11.754
(2.441)

698 -.001
(.852)

736 .029
(.895)

736

Classroom composition of SES and literacy skills were calculated by 
taking the mean and the standard deviation of parents’ highest level of 
completed education (1=primary education, 2=lower secondary pre-
vocational education, 3=general or academic track secondary education or 
upper secondary vocational education, 4=higher education) and reading 
comprehension in a school in grade six and in a classroom in grade nine. 
This was only done when there was a minimum of fifteen measures of 
parents’ education and reading comprehension in a school or classroom. 
Subsequently students in grade six in a school with less than fifteen 
observations of parents’ education and students in grade nine in a classroom 
with less than fifteen observations of parents’ education did not receive a 
score for classroom average or standard deviation of parents’ education. The 
same logic applies to classroom average and standard deviation of reading 
comprehension. 

Control variables
The models control for gender (1=female), individual-level parents’ highest 
completed education (see above),  location of the school (0=not urban, 
1=urban), individual-level reading comprehension (see above), individual-
level academic self-efficacy (see above), dummies for migrant background 
(1. both parents born in the Netherlands, 2. at least one parent born in 
Surinam or the Netherlands Antilles, 3. at least one parent born in Turkey or 
Morocco, 4. at least one parent born in another non Western country, 5. at 
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least one parent born in another Western country, and 6. data on parents’ 
country/countries of birth is missing), and dummies for religiosity (0= not 
religious (reference category), 1=religious, 2=no observation for religion)12. 

Attrition 
One important issue with the data that should be addressed is the issue 
of sample attrition. As a consequence of the sampling design, out of the 
11609 grade six students who participated in the Cool5-18 data collection 
in 2007-08 only 2633 were observed again in grade nine in 2010-11. 
Because the citizenship questionnaire is an elective component for schools 
that participate in Cool5-18, the number of students who filled out this 
questionnaire twice is even smaller. Consequently, the balanced sample 
that is used in the difference-in-difference models might be a selective 
sample. This selection is accounted for by repeating the models including 
a weight that accounts for selection. Following an inversed probability 
weighting procedure, respondents with a low likelihood to be observed 
twice were given a higher weight13. This robustness check only led to two 
divergent findings with respect to the hypotheses which are mentioned in 
the results section. 

In addition to this, for some variables the number of missing values is 
substantial. To keep the sample as large as possible in spite of the large 
number of missing values, imputation was performed in two manners. First, 
when possible values from grade six were imputed into grade nine and vice 
versa for missing cases for the fixed variables parents’ education, parents’ 
country of birth, and religion. For the missing values of students’ reading 
comprehension and academic self-efficacy and the remaining missing 

12 For religion there was a substantial amount of missing values. Religion is considered an important predictor 
of civic engagement however (Campbell, 2013, Lewis et al., 2013, Musick et al., 2000). By creating a value 
for missing values for religion it was possible to include the variable into the models in spite of the problem of 
missing values.

13 By using logistic regression including all independent and control variables of the models the probability 
to be observed twice was determined. Subsequently, the inverse of that probability was used as a weight 
variable.
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values of parent’s highest education, regression imputation was applied14. 
First a simple regression was performed assessing the relationship between 
these three variables and the independent and control variables that are 
used in the models. Then a score for the variable in question was estimated 
for each respondent based on this regression. Finally, this score was imputed 
into the data in case of a missing value. For reading comprehension and 
academic efficacy these regression imputations were carried out for grade 
six and 9 and for parents’ education they were carried out for both grades 
at the same time. Accordingly, 3587 missing values for parents education 
were imputed. For reading comprehension 129 and 687 values were imputed 
in grade six and grade nine respectively. For academic efficacy 99 and 2271 
values for academic efficacy were imputed in grade six and 9. 

3.4 Results

Table 3.3 presents the results about the relationship between track placement 
and literacy and academic self-efficacy (the arrows on the left side in Figure 
3.1). For each dependent variable difference in difference models are 
presented for a balanced sample of grade six and grade nine students. 

Literacy skills
In model 1 we see that students (grade six and grade nine) that are in the 
practical pre-vocational track in grade nine score lower on the standardized 
reading comprehension scale than students who are in the theoretical pre-
vocational track  (the reference group) in grade nine with -0.733 (p<.001). 
Students in the general and academic track score higher on reading 
comprehension than the reference group with respectively 0.536 and 1.192 at 
p<.001. Before interpreting the changes in reading comprehension between 
grade six and 9 it is important to emphasize that the reading comprehension 
scale is standardized within grades. Consequently, the results of the 

14 To determine whether the regression imputations did not bias the findings an additional robustness check 
was performed.  For each of the three imputed variables (reading comprehension, parents’ highest education 
and academic self-efficacy) a dummy variable was created indicating whether a respondents’ value for the 
variable in question was imputed or not. Subsequently, all models including control variables from the chapter 
(24 models) were reran in two ways: 1) Including one of the dummies at a time and then together, 2.) including 
interactions between the dummies and the track variables for one dummy at a time and then together. This 
led to 144 models (24*6). Although the dummies and the interactions between the dummies and the track 
variables were significant in plenty of occasions, the findings regarding the hypotheses generally remained 
the same. There is one exception: in models 3 and 6 from Table 6 including significant interactions between 
tracks and a dummy for parent’s highest education the effect efficacy is no longer significant. 
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interactions between grade nine and the curricular tracks concern relative 
changes in reading comprehension. Being in grade nine compared with being 
in grade six has a negative effect on relative reading comprehension of -0.319 
(p<.001) for the reference group. The interactions between being in grade nine 
and pursuing a particular track demonstrate that for students in the general 
track this loss in relative reading comprehension between grade six and 9 is 
smaller than the reference group with 0.196  (p<.01). The development of 
reading comprehension between grade six and 9 for students in the practical 
pre-vocational track and the academic track does not differ significantly from 
the reference group. 

In model 2, when the control variables are included into the model, the same 
pattern is found of 1. a higher track being associated with a higher level of 
reading comprehension, and 2. students in the general track showing a smaller 
relative loss in reading comprehension between grade six and 9 compared 
with the reference group. Additionally, model 2 shows that the decrease in 
relative reading comprehension of students that ended up in the practical pre-
vocational track is  larger than that of the reference group with -.127 (p<.1). 
With these findings hypothesis 1 is confirmed for the general track, but not for 
the academic track.

Academic self-efficacy
The results in models 3 and 4 are highly similar. Therefore, the results of 
the model including the control variables here will only be discussed here. 
Model 4 shows that compared with the reference group academic self-
efficacy is lower for students in the practical pre-vocational group -0.101 
at p<.01), higher for students in the general track (0.162 at p<.001), and 
highest for students in the academic track (0.263 at p<.001). Between 
grade six and grade nine self-efficacy declines with -0.081 (p<.01) for the 
reference group. This decline is stronger for students in the general and 
academic track compared with the reference group with respectively -0.219 
and -0.227 at p<.001. In contrast, for the practical pre-vocational track 
self-efficacy increases between grade six and 9 with -0.081+0.169=0.088 
at p<.01. These findings supports the ‘big fish little pond theory’. The self-
efficacy of students in lower tracks increases more than the self-efficacy 
of students in higher tracks because students compare themselves to their 
classmates and subsequently base their self-efficacy on their perceived 
relative performance. With this finding hypothesis 3a is rejected and 
hypothesis 3b is confirmed. 
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Table 3.3 Results reading comprehension and self-efficacy 

Reading comprehension Academic self-efficacy

m1 m2 m3 m4
Practical pre-vocational track
(Ref: theoretical pre-voc.)

-.733***
(.044)

-.651***
(.042)

-.119**
(.042)

-.101**
(.038)

General track .536***
(.047)

.491***
(.044)

.214***
(.039)

.162***
(.038)

Academic track 1.192***
(.051)

1.093***
(.050)

.358***
(.038)

.263***
(.038)

Female .176***
(.025)

-.180***
(.019)

School located in urban area .011 
(.031)

.055*
(.022)

Turkish/Moroccan
(Ref: Dutch)

-.179† 
(.106)

.167**
(.061)

Surinam/Antilles -.317***
(.054)

.362***
(.039)

Other Non-Western -.205**
(.061)

.170***
(.048)

Other Western -.129 
(.085)

-.015 
(.076)

Migrant status missing -.118 
(.074)

.102†
(.055)

Reading comprehension .091***
(.012)

Parents’ highest education .047**
(.015)

.014 
(.013)

Academic self-efficacy .137***
(.018)

Religious (Ref: not religious) .035
(.028)

-.063**
(.023)

Religious affiliation missing .019 
(.071)

-.073 
(.050)

Grade 9 -.319***
(.055)

-.309***
(.055)

-.102**
(.029)

-.081**
(.029)

Grade 9* practical pre-vocational track -.110 (.073) -.127†
(.073)

.155**
(.046)

.169**
(.046)

Grade 9*general track .196**
(.071)

.224**
(.070)

-.200***
(.043)

-.219***
(.043)

Grade 9*academic track -.018 (.078) .0123
(.067)

-.227***
(.042)

-.227***
(.042)

Constant -.066*
(.029)

-.754***
(.088)

3.571***
(.027)

3.612***
(.049)

n 4308 4308 4308 4308

Note: Standard error in between brackets. ***p<0.001,**p<0.01, *p<0.05, †p<0.1.
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Classroom composition
The results regarding classroom composition are presented in appendix 3.3. 

Civic knowledge
The results for the dependent variable civic knowledge are presented in 
Table 3.4. The first three models are without control variables and the last 
three models with control variables.  In models 1 and 4 grade the results of 
an OLS regression clustered by school using grade six data are presented.  
Models 2 and 4 present the results of an OLS regression clustered by 
classroom using grade nine data.  Models 3 and 6 subsequently present the 
results of difference in difference models for a balanced sample of grade six 
and grade nine.

The first two models show that in both grade six and grade nine students 
who end up going to the practical pre-vocational track score lower on the 
civic knowledge test than students who end up going the theoretical pre-
vocational track do with -1.714 points in grade six (p<.001) and -1.000 
points in grade nine (p<.01). Students who end up going to the general and 
academic track, on the other, score higher than the reference group in grade 
six does with respectively 0.641 (p<.01) and 1.095 (p<.001) and in grade 
nine with 0.997 (p<.01) and 1.285 (p<.001). The negative effect of ending 
up in the pre-vocational track is stronger in grade six whereas the positive 
effects of being allocated into the general and academic track are stronger 
in grade nine. 

Model 3 shows that the effect of being in grade nine on the civic knowledge 
test compared with grade six is not significant. The interaction between 
being in grade nine and being allocated into a particular track is only slightly 
significant for the lowest track. The effect of being allocated into this track 
in grade nine is 0.714= at p<.1. Students in the general and academic track 
do not score significantly different on the civic knowledge test in grade nine 
compared with grade six. 

When  a variety of background variables are controlled for in models 4-6, it 
is found that the pattern of a higher track correlating to a higher score on the 
civic knowledge test that was found in the first three models, does no longer 
apply. In grade six (model 4) only students in the practical pre-vocational 
track still score significantly different from the reference group on the civic 
knowledge test with -1.194 points (p<.01***). In grade nine (model 5) there 
are no significant effects of being enrolled in a particular track left. This 
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result implies that the positive effect of pursuing the highest, academic, 
track (grade nine) or going to the highest track (grade six) that was found in 
models 1 and 2, is in fact a proxy effect that can be explained by some of the 
background variables that are accounted for in models 3-6. 

Table 3.4 Results civic knowledge main model

Grade 6 Grade 9 Dif-in-dif Grade 6 Grade 9 Dif-in-dif

m1 m2 m3 m4 m5 m6
Practical prevocational track
(Ref: theoretical prevoc.)

-1.714***
(.264)

-1.000**
(.348)

-1.714***
(.298)

-1.194***
(.254)

-.213 (.339) -.935**
(.291)

General track .641**
(.214)

.997**
(307)

.641**
(.224)

.177
(.218)

-.056 (.267) .027
(.221)

Academic track 1.095***
(.179)

1.285***
(.294)

1.095***
(.216)

.135
(.212)

-.280 (.266) -.166 (.238)

Female .234
(.163)

.709***
(.176)

.464***
(.129)

School located in urban area .402† 
(.242)

.051 (.199) .180
(.148)

Turkish/Moroccan
(Ref: Dutch)

-.272 (.519) .719†
(.382)

.242
(.297)

Surinam/Antilles -.104 (.365) -.068 (.310) -.017 (.234)

Other Non-Western .288
(.285)

.205
(.289)

.275
(.258)

Other Western .340
(.460)

.285 (.395) .338
(.314)

Migrant status missing .012
(.499)

.947
(.596)

.505
(.442)

Reading comprehension .678***
(.115)

1.044*** 
(.158)

.879***
(.114)

Parents’ highest education .163
(.119)

.063 (.122) .116
(.094)

Academic self-efficacy -.050 (.160) .428**
(.160)

.176
(.115)

Religious (Ref: not religious) .006
(.169)

-.144 (.179) -.079 (.133)

Religious affiliation missing -.118 (.475) -1.106†
(.596)

-.633 (.429)

Grade 9 .049
(.261)

.459†
(.239)

Grade 9* practical prevocational track .714†
(.376)

.589
(.361)

Grade 9*general track .357
(.307)

.062
(.301)

Grade 9*academic track .190
(.313)

.119
(.303)

Constant 11.427***
(.162)

11.476***
(.251)

11.427***
(.186)

10.995***
(.713)

10.052***
(.752)

10.278***
(.571)

n 698 698 1396 698 698 1396
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The negative effect of the practical pre-vocational track compared with 
the reference group is mitigated, but still significant in grade six when 
background factors are accounted for. 

Models 4 and 5 show that the control variable that best explains civic 
knowledge is reading comprehension. In grade six scoring one point higher 
on the standardized reading comprehension scale corresponds to scoring 
0.678 higher at the civic knowledge test (p<.001). In grade nine this effect is 
1.044 (p<.001). 

Some other control variables are only significantly associated with civic 
knowledge in one grade. In grade six students attending a school that is 
located in an urban area score 0.402 (p<.01) higher on civic knowledge. In 
grade nine being a girl, being of Turkish/Moroccan descent and having a 
higher academic self-efficacy are positively associated with civic knowledge. 
No significant effects are found for the other migrant background dummies, 
parents’ highest education and being religious. With these findings a 
positive association between literacy and civic knowledge (hypothesis 2) is 
confirmed. A positive relationship between self-efficacy and civic knowledge 
(hypothesis 4) is only confirmed for grade nine students. 

Model 6 shows that for the reference group being in grade nine compared 
with grade six is associated with a marginally significant positive effect 
on civic knowledge of 0.459 (p<.1). There are no significant interaction 
effects between grade nine and track placement. This result means that 
the significant interaction effect between being in grade nine and being in 
the practical pre-vocational track in model 3 is spurious. It suggests that 
the differences in civic knowledge among students were already present in 
grade six and can be explained by individual characteristics, mostly reading 
comprehension. With this finding hypothesis 5 is rejected. 

Civic attitudes
Table 3.5 presents the results for the dependent variable civic attitudes. 
Model 1 shows that in grade six students who end up going to the practical 
pre-vocational track score significantly lower on civic attitudes than the 
reference group does with -0.194 (p<.05). Students who end up going to 
the general and academic track score significantly higher than the reference 
group does with respectively 0.160 (p<.1) and 0.328 (p<.001). In grade 
nine such an effect is only found for students in the academic track (0.364 
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at p<.001). In model 3 no significant effect for being in grade nine is found.  
There are also no significant difference in difference effects for pursuing a 
particular track in grade nine. 

When the background variables are included into the models, a significant 
relationship of pursuing a certain track in grade six or 9 and civic attitudes 
is no longer found(models 4 and 5). The main effects of track placement 
on civic attitude found in models 1-3 are thus spurious. Furthermore, 
the results show that academic self-efficacy is an important predictor of 
civic attitudes. In grade six a one point increase in academic-efficacy is 
associated with an increase of 0.420 (p<.001) on the civic attitudes scale 
grade six and a an increase of 0.404 (p<.001) in grade nine. This can amount 
to (5-1.167)*0.420=1.610 difference in civic attitudes explained by academic 
efficacy in grade six which is 1.610/0.852=1.890 standard deviation of civic 
attitudes in grade six. In grade nine the effect of academic efficacy on civic 
attitudes can amount to (5-1)*0.404=1.616 which is 1.616/0.895=1.806 
standard deviations of civic attitudes in grade nine. With this finding 
hypothesis 4 is confirmed for civic attitudes. Reading comprehension has a 
marginally significant positive effect on civic attitudes in grade six and 9 with 
respectively 0.081 and 0.082 (p<.1). This finding means that hypothesis 2 is 
confirmed for civic attitudes as well.

Having an ‘other western’ migration background is also positively associated 
with civic attitudes in both grades (0.383 at p<.01 in grade six and 0.354 at 
p<.05 in grade nine). In grade six civic attitudes are also positively associated 
with being a girl. In grade civic attitudes are also positively associated 
with attending a school that is located in an urban area, being of Surinam 
or Antillean descent and parent’s highest education. Being religious, in 
contrast, is negatively associated with civic attitudes in grade nine. 

Similar to model 3 no signs of a significant effect of pursuing a particular 
track in grade nine are found in model 6. This finding means the track effect 
hypothesis (hypothesis 5) is not only rejected for civic knowledge, but also 
for civic attitudes. 
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Table 3.5 Results civic attitude main model

Grade 6 Grade 9 Dif-in-dif Grade 6 Grade 9 Dif-in-dif

m1 m2 m3 m4 m5 m6
Practical prevocational track
(Ref: theoretical prevoc.)

-.194*
(.081)

-.036 
(.092)

-.194*
(.091)

-.070 
(.087)

-.076
(.089)

-.116 
(.086)

General track .160 † 
(.093)

.184
(.109)

.160†
(.088)

.023
(.091)

.071
(.109)

.008
(.089)

Academic track .328***
(.092)

.364***
(.102)

.328***
(.083)

.027
(.092)

.168
(.106)

.027
(.086)

Female .418***
(.062)

.390
(.069)

.404***
(.049)

School located in urban area .104
(.069)

.209**
(.108)

.150**
(.053)

Turkish/Moroccan
(Ref: Dutch)

-.285
(.190)

.209
(.209)

-.044 
(.173)

Surinam/Antilles -.032 
(.105)

.220†
(.120)

.096
(.097)

Other Non-Western .383**
(.124)

.354*
(.162)

.369***
(.104)

Other Western -.099 
(.173)

.051
(.213)

-.021 
(.132)

Migrant status missing -.119 
(.192)

.285
(.243)

.083
(.157)

Reading comprehension .081†
(.043)

.082†
(.044)

.087*
(.035)

Parents’ highest education -.017 
(.038)

-.072† 
(.042)

-.042 
(.032)

Academic self-efficacy .420***
(.044)

.404***
(.055)

.405***
(.037)

Religious (Ref: not religious) .088
(.078)

-.119† 
(.068)

-.010 
(.054)

Religious affiliation missing .210
(.166)

-.332 
(.253)

-.056
(.078)

Grade 9 -.028 
(.072)

.039
(.076)

Grade 9* practical prevocational track .159
(.101)

.092
(.100)

Grade 9*general track .023
(.107)

.070
(.104)

Grade 9*academic track .037
(.104)

.130
(.105)

Constant -.060 
(.063)

-.088 
(.066)

-.060 
(.062)

-1.814***
(.201)

-1.453***
(.233)

-1.632***
(.183)

n 736 736 1472 736 736 1472
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Whereas in Table 3.5 reading comprehension is positively related to civic 
attitudes in both grade six and grade nine, in model 8 this effect is no longer 
significant for grade nine (model 5). This weakens the support for hypothesis 
2 that was found earlier. This is the only difference between the results in 
Table 3.5 and A3.3 that is relevant for the hypotheses. In Table 3.6 a summary 
of the findings with regard to the hypotheses is presented.

Table 3.6 Overview findings

Hypothesis 1. Compared to pre-existing differences in primary education, 
literacy skills of students educated in general and academic secondary 
education increase more than those of students enrolled in pre-vocational 
education.    

Partially confirmed
Confirmed for general education, not for 
academic education

Hypothesis 2. A higher level of literacy is related to a higher level of 
citizenship.

Confirmed

Hypothesis 3a. Compared to pre-existing differences in primary education, 
efficacy of students educated in general and academic secondary education 
increases more than that of students enrolled in pre-vocational education.   

Rejected

Hypothesis 3b. Compared to pre-existing differences during primary 
education, efficacy of students educated in general and academic secondary 
education increases less than that of students enrolled in pre-vocational 
education.   

Confirmed

Hypothesis 4. A higher level of efficacy is related to a higher level of civic 
engagement.

Partially confirmed 
-Confirmed w.r.t. civic knowledge for grade 
nine students
-Fully confirmed for civic attitudes

Hypothesis 5. Compared to pre-existing differences in primary school, the 
civic engagement of students educated in general and academic secondary 
education increases more than that of students enrolled in pre-vocational 
education.   

Rejected

3.5 Discussion and conclusion

In this chapter it is studied whether the allocation of students into certain 
curricular tracks affects the development of civic engagement of lower 
secondary education students in the Netherlands and what mechanisms play a 
role in this process. Specifically, the chapter looks at the development of civic 
knowledge and attitudes with respect to democracy and social responsibility 
of students in grade six (before tracking) and grade nine (three years after 
tracking). The four curricular tracks that are compared are the practical pre-
vocational track, the theoretical pre-vocational track, the general track, and 
the academic track. It is expected that tracking affects students’ (opportunities 
for developing) cognitive skills and students’ self-efficacy which, in turn, 
affect the development of students’ civic engagement. 
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A small body of longitudinal country-case studies about the relationship 
between tracking and civic engagement indicates that track placement might 
have consequences for the development of the civic engagement, although 
the evidence is not unequivocal. This chapter contributes to this literature 
by incorporating a pre-tracking measurement of civic engagement, and 
by empirically testing  underlying mechanisms that are described in the 
literature but thus far have not been tested with longitudinal data. Another 
strength of the study is that it accounts for cognitive proficiency (literacy 
skills).

A clear pattern is found that being enrolled in a ‘higher’, more theoretical 
track undermines the development of academic self-efficacy. This finding 
is consistent with the ‘big fish little pond’ hypothesis and suggests that 
students compare their academic achievements to students within their 
track (their classmates), not to students from other tracks (Marsh et al.,). 
Chmielewski et al. (2013) found that the same mechanism applies to self-
efficacy with respect to mathematics. The findings also show that academic 
self-efficacy is positively related to civic engagement, notably civic attitudes. 
Ceteris paribus the mechanism of self-efficacy is thus a sound mechanism 
of tracking being related to efficacy, which relates to civic engagement. This 
mechanism works to the advantage of students in pre-vocational education.

The findings also indicate that students that enroll in the general and 
academic track develop more literacy skills than students that enroll in the 
pre-vocational track do. A clear positive relationship is also found between 
individual literacy skills and civic engagement, notably civic knowledge. 
Hence, this is another mediated relationship between track placement 
and civic engagement. Although it should be noted that due to a lack of 
comparable literacy tests in grade six and 9, it was only possible to make 
a relative comparison between literacy in grade six and 9 (see methods 
section).

Another interesting conclusion that can be drawn from the results is that 
there is a strong relationship between civic knowledge and literacy, whereas 
civic attitudes are explained more by self-efficacy. Considering the objective 
nature of literacy skills and civic knowledge and the subjective nature of 
(self-rated) efficacy and attitudes this is not surprising.
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The findings do not demonstrate that there is an overall ‘track effect’ on 
civic competencies however. This conclusion is line with the findings of 
Persson (2012) about tracking in Swedish secondary education and opposes 
the findings of Eckstein et al. (2012) about Germany and Hoskins and 
Janmaat (2016) and Janmaat (2014) about England. There are two possible 
explanations for this finding. First, it is possible that underlying mechanisms 
of the relation between tracking and civic engagement are balancing each 
other out. According to the findings with respect to efficacy the relationship 
between tracking and civic engagement works in the advantage of students 
in the pre-vocational track. The findings about literacy, on the other hand, 
suggest that tracking is positively related to civic engagement for those in 
the general compared with the pre-vocational track. Perhaps this contrast 
can explain why a track effect is not found despite evidence for some 
mechanisms. Furthermore it should be noted that within secondary educaton 
in the Netherlands a civics course is taught to students in the general and 
academic track from grade 10 on whereas it is offered at an earlier time to 
students in the pre-vocational track.

Alternatively, the lack of a ‘track effect’ on civic engagement could imply that 
differences in the civic competencies between tracks are a result of selection 
of students with certain characteristics that are related to civic engagement 
into certain tracks (selection effect). It suggests that the civic engagement 
gap between students in pre-vocational and theoretical tracks is explained 
by differences in students’ background characteristics that were already 
present before tracking occurred. Persson (2012) finds that students’ 
political participation is mostly explained by discussion of politics at home 
followed by students’ socioeconomic background. Students’ choice of 
educational program is mostly associated with socioeconomic background.

It should be noted that the fact that a track effect is not conformed in this 
chapter, the findings do not reject the possibility of a long term track effect. 
To investigate this, data about citizenship competencies and track placement 
over a longer time span is needed. Furthermore, it would be interesting to 
include more characteristics that are related to political socialization into 
future research, such as open classroom climate and discussion of political 
issues at home, and expand the scope of the outcome variables to more 
politically oriented variables. 
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Although the data that was used offers some advantages, it also has the 
disadvantage that there is a lot of attrition in the data. Only a minority of the 
respondents filled out the citizenship questionnaire both in grade six and 
9. Besides that, there is a substantial amount of missing data with certain 
variables. In this chapter these issues are addressed by imputing variables 
and performing robustness checks that account for non-random attrition 
and biased imputations. However, despite these efforts attrition and missing 
data remain a threat to the validity of the findings in this chapter. 
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Abstract

In addition to increasing cognitive skills and preparing students for the 
labor market, one of the core tasks of education is to prepare citizens for 
participation in democracy. Considering the ideal of democratic equality, 
it is important to know the degree to which civic outcomes of education are 
distributed equally. One feature of the education system that can lead to 
differential civic outcomes is tracking, that is, the sorting of students into 
different types of education. In this study, we examine the relationship 
between type of education (general/academic or (pre-)vocational) and 
five attitudinal dimensions of civic and political engagement (CPE) between 
the ages of 14 and 49 years in the Netherlands. By using panel data from the 
Netherlands Longitudinal Lifecourse Study (n=5312) and applying linear 
fixed effects models, we can observe the effect of a transition in the type of 
education on the within-person change in our outcome variables. The findings 
demonstrate that transitions in the type of education have little effect on 
intention to vote, trust in institutions, or ethnic tolerance. However, students 
making transitions in general/academic education develop higher levels of 
interest in politics and generalized trust than do students in (pre-)vocational 
education or people outside the education system. This point suggests that 
general/academic education fosters civic and political participation.
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4.1 Introduction

Across education systems, students within secondary and tertiary education 
are allocated into different types of education to better accommodate 
students of different aptitudes and to smooth their transition to the labor 
market. Broadly, a distinction between general/academic (hereafter 
referred to as “general”) and (pre-)vocational education can be made. 
General education prepares students for or entails university, whereas 
(pre-)vocational education prepares students for work in occupational 
fields. The effect of this differentiation in education on cognitive outcomes 
of education is widely studied (cf. Hanushek & Wössmann, 2006; Korthals, 
2015). In addition to increasing cognitive skills and preparing people for the 
labor market, one of the core tasks of education is to prepare citizens for 
participation in society (Van de Werfhorst, 2017). Schools are considered 
important agents of “political socialization” (Campbell, 2006; Niemi & 
Sobieszek, 1977). Considering the concerns with respect to political 
polarization and an increasing political divide between socioeconomic 
groups, it is valuable to examine the effect of type of education on CPE 
(Dalton, 2007; Levinson, 2012). 

Several longitudinal country-case studies on the relationship between type 
of education and CPE have led to mixed findings. Some studies demonstrate 
that pursuing general education is more beneficial for developing higher 
levels of civic engagement than is pursuing (pre-)vocational education 
(Eckstein et al., 2012; Hoskins & Janmaat, 2016). Other studies find no 
causal relationship between type of education and civic engagement. These 
studies indicate selection as the explanation for different levels of civic 
engagement between types of education (Persson, 2012; see also Chapter 
3). These mixed findings could be the result of operationalization differences 
and differences between education systems. 

In this chapter, we examine the relationship between type of education and 
five attitudinal dimensions of CPE between the ages of 14 and 49 years in the 
Netherlands. We contribute to the literature by using a fixed effects design 
that neutralizes time-invariant unmeasured individual-level differences 
and by examining a broad range of civic and political attitudes. The five 
civic and political attitudes that we examine are intention to vote, interest in 
politics, trust in institutions, generalized trust, and ethnic tolerance. Based 
on the curriculum, the social network, stigmatization, and characteristics 
of the Dutch education system, we expect students in general education 
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to develop higher levels of civic and political attitudes than do students in 
(pre-)vocational education or people who do not follow education. Because 
the sample is representative of Dutch society overall and because the 
data do not measure a particular phase in education, clean, before-and-
after measurements of enrollment in a type of education are not available. 
Therefore, we investigate transitions in types of education to observe the 
effect of type of education on civic and political attitudes. Following the 
multiple-destination educational transitions literature (Breen & Jonsson, 
2000), we define transitions as the steps students take in terms of type of 
education between two waves in the longitudinal data. These transitions 
can entail moving from (pre-)vocational to general education, vice versa or 
staying in general or (pre-)vocational education. Using panel fixed effects 
models, we observe the effect of transition in type of education on the within-
person change in civic and political attitudes. The findings demonstrate that 
students making educational transitions in general education (i.e., staying in 
or moving to general education) develop higher levels of interest in politics 
and generalized trust than do students remaining in the (pre-)vocational 
educational trajectory or people remaining outside the education system. 

4.2 Theoretical framework

Civic and political attitudes 
Considering the lack of consensus on what constitutes CPE, it is important 
to initially explain our conceptualization of civic and political attitudes. CPE 
can be distinguished into knowledge, skills, behaviour or participation, and 
attitudes (Brady et al., 1995; ten Dam et al., 2011). In this chapter, we focus 
on the attitudinal dimension of CPE, partly in the form of intended behaviour. 
The five attitudes that we examine are selected based on their relevance to a 
well-functioning democracy and their resonance in the literature (Campbell, 
2006). These attitudes are intention to vote, interest in politics, trust in 
institutions, generalized social trust, and ethnic tolerance. 

Voting is central to the legitimacy of a participatory democracy because it 
secures political equality and effective participation, which are two central 
criteria for democracy (Dahl, 1998). The measure of voting that we use in this 
chapter is intention to vote. Although intention to vote has been found to be 
an overestimation of the reported vote and the validated vote, it correlates 
strongly with actual voting (Achen & Blais, 2016). 
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High levels of political interest are also desirable within a democracy 
because they correspond to an engaged citizenry. Political interest is 
strongly correlated with political knowledge (Claes & Hooghe, 2009; Delli 
Carpini & Keeter, 1996; Dimitrova et al., 2014), which contributes in turn to 
the ability of citizens to participate effectively in a democracy (Dahl, 1998; 
Galston, 2001, Levine, 2011).

A healthy, stable democracy also requires institutional and generalized 
social trust to some degree (Inglehart, 1997). Trust in institutions captures 
the belief concerning whether political and legislative authorities and 
institutions are performing their duties in a satisfactory manner and are not 
causing harm (Levi & Stoker, 2000). Trust in institutions is found to positively 
relate to formal and informal political participation (Hyun-soo Kim, 2014; 
Torney-Purta et al., 2004). 

Generalized social trust is widely considered an essential ‘lubricant’ in 
social systems that enables reciprocity (Almond & Verba, 1963; Nannestad, 
2008; Putnam, 2000). As opposed to personalized social trust, generalized 
social trust captures the belief that one can trust strangers (Putnam, 2000; 
Seligman, 1997; Uslaner, 2002). It is associated with support for democracy 
and civic and political participation (Inglehart, 1990; Muller & Seligson, 
1994; Uslaner & Brown, 2005).

The positive relationship between institutionalized and generalized trust, 
support for democracy, and CPE only applies when there is a threshold of 
trust in institutions and the level of democracy (Jamal & Nooruddin, 2010; 
Torney-Purta et al., 2004). Moreover, the democratic context also affects the 
relationship between educational level and trust. Hakhverdian and Maine 
(2012) found that in corrupt societies, education and institutional trust are 
negatively related, whereas they are positively related in ‘clean’ societies. 

Finally, we examine ethnic tolerance. Tolerance is a key value of liberal 
citizenship, and scholars often emphasize that contemporary multicultural 
democracies require tolerance of diverse groups (Eidhof et al., 2016a; Knight 
Abowitz & Harnish, 2006; Putnam, 1993). A prerequisite for democracy is that 
‘the rules of the game’ are acknowledged and applied equally (Sullivan et al., 
1982). Therefore, an attitude of tolerance towards other ethnicities is often 
included in conceptions of civic engagement, although we acknowledge that 
this measure is a more politically contested measure of engagement than are 
the other measures that we use. 
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From the political socialization studies concerning the acquisition and 
development of civic and political attitudes, we know that attitudes are 
acquired during the ‘impressionable years’ of late adolescence and early 
adulthood and remain highly stable after this period (Alwin et al., 1991; 
Hooghe & Wilkenfeld, 2008). However, there are also indications that the 
crystallization of civic and political attitudes continues for the rest of the 
lifespan (Sears & Funk, 1999). Studies thus suggest that when studying 
the development of attitudes, it is particularly important to investigate 
adolescents and young adults, but it is also informative to consider older 
adults. 

Literature review
Longitudinal studies on the relationship between type of education and CPE 
have led to mixed findings. Some studies find evidence for a relationship 
between type of education and CPE. Eckstein et al. (2012) find that for 
German students between 12 and 16 years of age, being in the college-
bound track has a positive effect on willingness to participate in politics and 
on positive attitudes towards politics. Janmaat et al. (2014) demonstrate 
that in England, people who have pursued an academic qualification (A 
levels) from the age of 16 years have higher reported voting levels at ages 
19–20 than do students who took vocational courses in less prestigious 
schools. Hoskins and Janmaat (2016) find that in England, both the level 
and type of educational pathways pursued from the age of 14 have an 
independent correlation with reported voting and protesting at age 19–20. 
Janmaat (2018) in fact finds that type of education matters more than level 
of education for several democratic and civic values for 23-year-olds in 
England. Finally, Geboers et al. (2015) demonstrate that for students aged 
12 to 16 years in the Netherlands, the levels of some dimensions of civic 
skills and civic knowledge decrease after being in the pre-vocational track 
longer. 

Other studies find no effect of type of education on CPE. Persson (2012) 
shows that in Sweden, differences in various dimensions of political 
participation, including voting, are not affected after one year of being 
enrolled in the academic track at age 16 years. In contrast, characteristics 
of the early socialization process such as socioeconomic status (SES) 
and political discussion in the family explained differences in political 
participation. Similarly, in Chapter 3 of this dissertation it is found that in 
the Netherlands, enrollment in a particular type of education does not affect 
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the civic knowledge and democratic attitudes of lower secondary education 
students. Both studies suggest that the differences in levels of CPE amongst 
students in different types of education are the result of student selection. 

The mixed findings could be the result of many factors such as differences 
amongst the dependent variables of the studies, the ages of the 
respondents, and the time interval between the waves. However, they could 
also be explained by differences in the characteristics of education systems. 
Although we do not compare countries in this chapter, it is important to 
briefly reflect on the role that features of the Dutch education system could 
play in the relationship between type of education and CPE. There are two 
features that contribute to the likelihood of a relationship between type of 
education and CPE in the Dutch education system, namely, 1. the relatively 
high degree of tracking, and 2. the low status of vocational education 
compared with general education. 

Across countries, the degree of tracking differs in terms of the age of first 
selection, the number of school types available, and the duration of the 
tracked curriculum. Using an index that measures these three characteristics, 
Van de Werfhorst (2017) shows that the differences in political engagement 
between people who took a vocational and general education are more 
pronounced in countries with a strongly tracked education system. Similarly, 
Janmaat and Mons (2011) find that the differences in the civic values of ethnic 
tolerance and patriotism between ethnic and socioeconomic groups are 
smaller amongst 14-year-olds in countries with comprehensive schooling 
compared with early tracking education systems (see also Kavadias et al., 
2017). The Netherlands scores relatively high on Van de Werfhorst’s tracking 
index and can be characterized as an early tracking education system.

In addition to the degree of tracking, there are also considerable 
differences in vocational education across countries. Vocational education 
in the Netherlands is characterized by more school-based learning than 
workplace-based learning and a clear hierarchy between types of education 
that lead to a low status for vocational education compared with general 
education (Cedefop, 2011). Several studies indicate that a low status for 
vocational education impedes students’ civic and political participation as 
measured by club membership and future voting (Cedefop, 2011; Hoskins et 
al., 2016). 
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Mechanisms
At least three underlying mechanisms exist through which vocational and 
general education programmes can result in different levels of civic and 
political attitudes. Below, we discuss these mechanisms, which lead us to 
derive our hypothesis, although the data we use do not allow for studying 
these mechanisms in detail. 

First, differences in the curriculums of vocational and general educational 
programmes can relate to differential civic outcomes of education. In terms 
of cognitive skills, general education has a more demanding curriculum 
than does vocational education. These cognitive skills, notably literacy, are 
positively related to citizenship competences (Eidhof et al., 2016b; Verba et 
al., 1995). Moreover, several studies indicate that students in college-bound 
general secondary education receive more civic learning opportunities, such 
as access to government and civics classes, frequency of political discussion, 
service learning, and participation in school councils (Eurydice, 2017; Ho, 
2014; Hoskins et al., 2017; Kahne & Middaugh, 2009; Quintelier, 2010). 

Studies also indicate qualitative differences between the curriculum 
of general and vocational education that lead to the encouragement of 
differential attitudes across types of education. In general education, 
a critical and active stance is often encouraged, whereas in vocational 
education, a passive and duty-based stance is more often stimulated (ten 
Dam & Volman, 2003; Ho, 2014; Leeman & Volman, 2021). Building on these 
curricular differences, it is to be expected that students in general education 
develop more CPE than do students in vocational education. 

Second, the social network of students in vocational and general education 
can influence civic and political attitudes. The SES of students is overall 
higher in general tracks and lower in vocational tracks (Hallinan, 1994; 
Hanushek & Wössmann, 2006). Simultaneously, SES positively relates 
to CPE (Dalton, 2007; Levinson, 2012). Consequently, it can be expected 
that CPE will be higher amongst general education students. The findings 
concerning a social network effect on CPE vary for different outcomes. 
McClurg (2006) found that being exposed to more political sophistication 
from one’s social network increases political participation. Nickerson (2009) 
found that exposure to political discussion indeed increases engagement in 
political talk but not in interest in politics. Attending general or vocational 
education can thus affect some dimensions of civic and political attitudes 
through the students’ network. 



4

111Type of education and civic and political attitudes |

Finally, the relatively high status of general education and, contrarily, the 
stigmatization of vocational education can affect civic and political attitudes 
(Van Houtte & Stevens, 2008). As discussed above, vocational education 
in the Netherlands has a relatively low status compared with general 
education, and the low status of vocational education is associated with less 
civic participation or future voting (Cedefop, 2011; Hoskins et al., 2016). It 
can be expected that the stigmatization of vocational education could also 
lead to less development of other dimensions of CPE. 

Based on this theoretical background, we formulate our central hypothesis: 
Students who make transitions in general forms of education have a faster 
growth in civic and political attitudes than do students who make transitions 
in vocational forms of education or people who are out of education. 

Types of education in the education system of the Netherlands
In the Netherlands, the division between types of education starts at the 
beginning of secondary education at age 12, when students enrol in a pre-
vocational (VMBO, European Qualifications Framework level 1–2), general, 
or academic track (HAVO and VWO, respectively, which are both EQF 4) 
(Cedefop, 2015). This allocation is based on a test score and official advice 
from the elementary school teacher. Students who graduate from pre-
vocational education can continue in upper-secondary or post-secondary 
vocational education (MBO, EQF 1–4). Students who graduate from general 
secondary education can continue in higher education at a tertiary vocational 
college (HBO, EQF 5–6). Even when these institutions offer Bachelor’s 
degrees, we follow the comparative literature in defining a tertiary 
vocational college as vocational education because it prepares students for a 
specific profession (e.g., Rijken et al. 2007). Finally, students who graduate 
from academic secondary education can enrol in academic higher education 
(university, EQF 6–7). 

Within pre-vocational and vocational education, there are multiple study 
programmes that vary in the degree to which the approach is theoretical or 
vocational and vary in the duration of the study programme. However, overall, 
these programmes can be considered vocational. To define transitions in the 
educational career, we combine all vocational study programmes into one 
group and all general and academic types of education into another group. 
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4.3 Data and methods

Netherlands Longitudinal Lifecourse Study
The Netherlands Longitudinal Lifecourse Study (NELLS; Tolsma et al., 2014) 
dataset was collected in two waves. The first wave was conducted between 
December 2008 and May 2010 and consists of a sample of  5312 respondents. 
Respondents were between 14 and 49 years of age, and the response rate was 
52 per cent. The first wave provides a largely representative picture of Dutch 
society; however, two of the largest immigrant groups in the Netherlands, 
which originate from Morocco and Turkey, are oversampled (mostly of the 
second generation). Apart from this designed oversampling, the sample 
was reasonably well representative of the Dutch population15. The second 
wave was conducted between February 2013 and December 2013. From the 
first wave, 2,829 (53.3%) respondents were re-interviewed. This attrition 
rate is relatively large and mostly accounted for by the immigrant sample. 
The attrition rates for natives were only 33%, whereas they were 63% for 
Moroccans, 60% for Turks, and 50% for other non-natives. 

Operationalization
We used five measures of civic and political attitudes, namely, intention 
to vote, political interest, institutional trust, generalized social trust, and 
ethnic tolerance. Intention to vote is measured with the following question: 
“If there were elections for the Second Chamber (House of Representatives) 
coming up, would you vote? Please assume you can vote.” The answer 
categories are: 0. “most likely not”, 1. “probably not”, 2. “probably yes,” and 
3. “most likely yes”. Political interest is measured with the question “How 
much are you interested in political subjects?” The answer categories were 
recoded as follows: 0. “not interested”, 1. “fairly interested”, and 2. “very 
interested”. Institutional trust is measured with the question “Do you want to 
indicate for the following institutions how much trust you put in them?” The 
institutions that were listed are i) politics, ii) government, iii) companies, 
iv) the European Union, and v) the police and justice. Answer categories 
are rescaled as follows: 0. “little”, 1. “relatively little”, 2. “quite a lot”, and 
3. “a lot”. The average of the four answers is used to create the final scale 
(alpha=.83 in wave 1, and alpha=.84 in wave 2). Generalized social trust is 
measured with six items. The corresponding question reads, “Do you want 
to give your opinion about the following statements? i) these days you truly 

15 There was a slight overrepresentation of women, older respondents, and respondents living in moderately 
urbanized municipalities.
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do not know who to trust anymore, ii) most people disappoint me when I get 
to know them better, iii) most people can be trusted, iv) one cannot be too 
careful when meeting others, v) when you easily trust people, people will 
take advantage of you, and vi) you will often be disappointed when you help 
others.” Answer categories were “strongly disagree”, “not agree”, “neutral”, 
“agree”, and “strongly agree”. They were recoded such that 0 stands for 
“little trust”, and 4 stands for “a lot of trust”. The average of the items is 
used to construct the final scale (alpha= .81 in wave 1, and alpha=.84 in 
wave 2). Finally, ethnic tolerance was measured by the following question 
about tolerance towards intermarriage: “Would it be a problem for you if 
someone of ‘x’ origin married your son or daughter?” We recoded the answer 
so that 0 stands for “yes” and 1 stands for “no”. The ethnic backgrounds that 
are represented in the sample are Dutch, Turkish, Moroccan, Surinam or 
Antillean, and other (first or second generation). The score on this variable 
is the mean answer to this question about the three ethnicities that are not 
the respondents’ own ethnicity. Table 4.1 presents the descriptive statistics 
of our dependent variables and our other variables. 

Our main independent variable is transition in type of education. To measure 
type of education, we made a distinction between the respondents who were 
enrolled in general education, enrolled in vocational education, or were not 
enrolled in any education. The educational attainments that were viewed as 
being in the general category are general and academic general secondary 
education (HAVO and VWO, EQF 4), higher education first phase high level 
(University Bachelor, EQF 6), higher education second phase (University 
Master, EQF 7), and higher education third phase (PhD, EQF 8). The category 
of respondents enrolled in vocational education comprise people enrolled 
in lower secondary vocational education (VMBO/MAVO, EQF 1–2), upper 
secondary vocational education (MBO, EQF 1–4), and tertiary vocational 
education first phase low and intermediate level (HBO, EQF 5–6). The group 
of people who are not enrolled in any education is a heterogeneous group 
that includes graduates, dropouts, and employed and unemployed people. In 
our analytic strategy below, we describe how we operationalize transitions 
in type of education based on type of education.



114 | Chapter 4 

Table 4.1 Descriptive statistics (before multiple imputation)

        Wave 1  Wave 2 

  Min Max r(W1, W2) n Mean SD n Mean SD

Time-variant

Civic involvement

   Intention to vote 0 3 0.389 5311 2.139 1.137 2.829 2.474 0.925

   Political interest 0 2 0.549 4856 0.675 0.636 2.801 0.734 0.630

   Institutional trust 0 3 0.511 4863 1.331 0.558 2797 1.270 0.547

   Generalized social trust 0 4 0.653 4878 2.002 0.673 2.801 2.106 0.700

   Ethnic tolerance 0 1 0.544 4857 0.623 0.426 2.797 0.641 0.425

Type of education

   Following general education 0 1 0.426 371 0.070 0.255 104 0.020 0.014

   Following vocational education 0 1 0.312 996 0.188 0.391 259 0.049 0.215

   Not following education 0 1 0.426 3925 0.742 0.438 4947 0.932 0.252

Education level 0 11 0.907 5227 5.488 2.689 2729 6.362 2.439

Time-invariant

Age (at wave 1) 14 49 1 5312 31.298 9.017 Id. Id. Id.

Gender (1=female) 0 1 1 5312 0.528 0.499 Id. Id. Id.

SES 0 7 1 4937 2.961 2.264 Id. Id. Id.

Ethnicity: Dutch 0 1 1 5312 0.481 0.500 Id. Id. Id.

Ethnicity: Moroccan 0 1 1 5312 0.219 0.414 Id. Id. Id.

Ethnicity: Turkish 0 1 1 5312 0.214 0.410 Id. Id. Id.

Ethnicity: else 0 1 1 5312 0.086 0.280 Id. Id. Id.

Table 4.2 Average level of civic and political attitudes for respondents who followed 
general and (pre-)vocational education and who did not follow education 

  Wave 1 Wave 2
General (Pre-) 

Vocational
Not following 

education
General (Pre-)

Vocational
Not following 

education

Intention to vote 2.305 1.932 2.180 2.760 2.448 2.465

Interest in politics 0.916 0.602 0.671 1.225 0.667 0.727

Institutional trust 1.597 1.402 1.287 1.471 1.260 1.263

Generalized social trust 2.260 1.921 1.998 2.440 1.994 2.104

Ethnic tolerance 0.743 0.621 0.612 0.712 0.707 0.631
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Table 4.2 presents the differences in the civic and political attitudes of the 
respondents in general and vocational education and the respondents who 
are not enrolled in education in waves 1 and 2. In both waves, people in 
general education score higher on all measures of civic and political attitudes 
than do people in vocational education or people out of education. Within all 
three education type categories, the outcome variables of intention to vote, 
interest in politics, and interpersonal trust increase between the two waves, 
whereas institutional trust decreases. Ethnic tolerance decreases for people 
in general education and increases for people in vocational education and 
people who are not enrolled in education. 

We control for age, gender (female=1), SES, which is measured as parents’ 
highest education, ethnicity, and highest attended level of education. Level 
of education was measured on a 12-point scale, including 0. “no education”, 
1. “primary education”, 2. “practical vocational secondary education” 
(LBO, VMBO-kb/VMBO-bbl, EQF 1), 3. “theoretical vocational secondary 
education” (VMBO-tl/MAVO, EQF 2), 4. “upper secondary vocational 
education” (MBO 2 years, EQF 2–4), 5. “post-secondary vocational education” 
(MBO 4 years, EQF 4), 6. “general secondary education” (HAVO, EQF 4), 
7. “academic secondary education” (VWO, EQF 4), 8. “tertiary vocational 
education” (HBO, EQF 5–6), 9. “university bachelor” (EQF 6), 10. “university 
master” (EQF 7), and 11. “PhD” (EQF 8).³ For SES, a similar scale is used for 
parents’ highest completed educational level, only with fewer categories, 
i.e., 0. “Did not finish primary education”, 1. “primary education”, 2. “practical 
vocational secondary education” (LBO/VMBO), 3. “theoretical vocational 
secondary education” (VMBO-tl/MAVO), 4. “upper secondary and post-
secondary vocational education” (MBO), 5. “general secondary education” 
(HAVO), 6. “tertiary vocational education” (HBO), and 7. “university”. We 
included dummies for ethnicity (first- or second-generation Dutch, Turkish, 
Moroccan, Surinam or Antillean, and other).

For approximately 600 respondents, the highest attended level of education 
in wave 1 was higher than in wave 2. In these cases, we replaced the value 
for the highest attended educational level in wave 2 with the value in wave 
1. When this problem occurred with the imputed data (see below), we did 
the same. This choice led to an increased correlation of educational level 
between the two waves of 0.91 instead of 0.79. As a robustness check, we 
reran the models without the respondents who indicated a higher level of 
attended education in wave 1 than in wave 2. This variation did not change 
the findings substantially. 
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Analytic strategy
Linear fixed effects models are used to analyse the data. Fixed effects models 
introduce a separate parameter for a chosen level of interest. Consequently, 
their benefit is that they control for all time-invariant covariates at this 
level, measured or not measured, which eliminates the risk of bias due to 
confounding time-invariant variables (Allison, 2009). We apply fixed effects 
at the level of the individual, and we therefore only examine the within-
person variation between waves 1 and 2. The fixed effects estimator does 
not account for the time-variant variables or the unmeasured time-invariant 
characteristics, the effects of which on the dependent variable change over 
time. We include the time-variant variables transition in type of education 
and highest achieved educational level in our models. Age, gender, SES, and 
ethnicity are treated as time-invariant variables. Therefore, we use the score 
on wave 1 for these variables. Time-invariant variables cannot be directly 
included in a fixed effects model but enter the model in interaction with our 
wave variable, indicating the average change between the waves. Age could 
be included as a time-varying variable, but because each respondent on 
average becomes 4 years older between the waves, a change in this variable 
does not correspond to an ‘age effect’ but to the average change between the 
waves. We control for the average change between the waves by including 
wave dummies. The constants represent the average value of the fixed 
effects. Robust standard errors are reported. 

We test our hypothesis by investigating the effects of transitions in type 
of education on civic and political attitudes. In addition to transitioning in 
type of education within the education system, people move in and out of 
the overall education system. Therefore, we incorporate ‘not following 
education’ as a third possible transition input or output, which leads to nine 
possible transitions between waves 1 and 2, which are presented in Table 
4.3. In particular, the transition from not following education to a general 
education is rare (n=3). Because of this small n, we do not present the 
results of this group². To measure the transitions, nine variables are created 
on which every respondent scored a 0 in wave 1 and, when the transition 
is applied to the respondent, a 1 in wave 2. One variable is excluded from 
the analyses and forms the reference category. We excluded the category 
in which the respondents are following general education in both waves, 
because we expect that general education enhances civic participation and 
involvement compared with vocational education and staying in or moving 
out of the educational system. 



4

117Type of education and civic and political attitudes |

Table 4.3 Transition in type of education

Wave 1 Wave 2 n=

Following general education -> Following general education 87

Following general education -> Following (pre-)vocational education 54

Following general education -> Not following education 229

Following (pre-)vocational education -> Following general education 14

Following (pre-)vocational education -> Following (pre-)vocational education 188

Following (pre-)vocational education -> Not following education 794

Not following education -> Following general education 3

Not following education -> Following (pre-)vocational education 17

Not following education -> Not following education 3904

Total 5290

Table 4.4 presents the sample size for the nine transitions ordered by age 
category. It shows that after age 28, only transitions out of education are 
made. Considering that we are interested in people making transitions in 
vocational and general education, it makes sense to focus only on the age 
group in which these transitions are made. We also performed our analyses 
with a sample of respondents aged 14–28 years. Considering our hypothesis, 
this sample largely led to the same findings, but the findings were less robust 
than were our findings from the analysis of the entire sample, most likely 
due to less statistical power. Therefore, we present the results from the 
overall sample. We mention in our results section the results that differ from 
the results that we found when studying the younger sample (concerning 
intention to vote).

Table 4.4 Transitions in type of education by age category

Age G-G G-V G-N V-G V-V V-N N-G N-V N-N missing sum

14-18 40 48 62 5 129 282 1 6 34 2 609

19-23 42 6 72 9 57 266 1 8 258 1 720

24-28 5 0 56 0 2 88 1 3 548 5 708

29-33 0 0 16 0 0 48 0 0 799 2 865

34-38 0 0 8 0 0 53 0 0 844 6 911

39-43 0 0 14 0 0 44 0 0 1048 4 1110

44-49 0 0 1 0 0 13 0 0 373 2 389

sum 87 54 229 14 188 794 3 17 3904 22 5312

(G=general, V=(pre-)vocational, N=not following education)
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Selection bias and attrition
As is common when working with panel data, we must account for selection 
bias in wave 1 and missing values and attrition in wave 2. The oversampling 
of Turkish and Moroccan respondents in wave 1 is accounted for by including 
weights. To address the missing values and relatively large attrition (47%), 
we applied multiple imputation. Although this method does not guarantee 
unbiased results, when attrition is high, it is a better way to ensure internal 
validity than alternative methods to address attrition such as complete 
subject analysis or inverse weights (Kristman et al., 2005; Young & Johnson, 
2015). We used truncated regressions to obtain the imputed values for 
trust in institutions, generalized trust, and ethnic tolerance. Ordered 
logistic regressions were used to obtain the imputed values for intention 
to vote, interest in politics, and SES. Finally, we used a multinomial logistic 
regression to obtain the imputed values for the transitions in education. In 
total, we created 50 imputed datasets. For the second wave, we used the 
weights of the first survey, which is allowed because we used the same 
respondents in the second wave and the missing values are imputed. 

As a robustness check, we repeated our analyses with inverse weights (i.e., 
a higher weight for the respondents who did not participate in the second 
wave) rather than using multiple imputation. Using logistic regression 
including all of the independent and control variables of our models, we 
determined the probability to be observed twice and took the inverse of this 
probability. We multiplied this inverse by the weight variable for wave 1 to 
account for both sample selection and attrition and used the outcome as our 
weight variable. Concerning our hypothesis, there was only one difference 
in the results (concerning ethnic tolerance), which is reported in the results 
section². 

4.4 Results

The results of the linear fixed effects models are presented in Table 4.5. For 
each outcome variable, the table includes two models. In the first model, we 
examine whether a change in the type of education is related to the outcome 
variable by controlling for changes in the educational level. In the second 
model, our time-invariant background variables of age, gender, SES, and 
ethnicity are included in the model as an interaction with the wave.
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Our hypothesis is confirmed when the transitions in general education are 
associated with a stronger increase in our outcome variables between waves 
1 and 2 than are the other transitions in type of education. Two groups are 
making transitions in general education in our model, namely, 1. people who 
are following general education in both waves (the reference group), and 2. 
people who are moving from vocational education to general education. Our 
hypothesis implies that we expect the people who are moving from vocational 
to general education either to have a stronger increase in the outcome 
variables compared with the reference group (i.e., a positive effect) or to 
not differ significantly from the reference group. For all other transitions, we 
expect less growth in the outcome variables compared with the reference 
group (i.e., a negative effect). Overall, we find 25 significant effects that 
indicate that type of education affects civic and political attitudes. Of these 
25 effects, 24 are consistent with our hypothesis. However, there are 45 
non-significant effects, of which only 10 are consistent with our hypothesis. 
Below, we discuss the results in greater detail. 

The effects of the waves indicate the change in the concerned outcome 
variable between waves 1 and 2 for the reference group, holding educational 
level and the other control variables constant. The findings demonstrate 
that intention to vote, interest in politics, and generalized trust increased 
between waves 1 and 2 for the reference group, whereas trust in institutions 
decreased. We find no significant change in ethnic tolerance. 

Most support for our hypothesis is found for the outcome variable interest in 
politics. Models 3 and 4 demonstrate that between waves 1 and 2, compared 
with the reference group, interest in politics increases less for all transitions 
in type of education apart from the transition from vocational to general 
education and the transition from not following education to vocational 
education. These results mean that with respect to interest in politics, our 
hypothesis is confirmed for all of these transition variables. Because we 
expected the civic and political attitudes of students making a transition from 
vocational to general education to either increase or to not differ significantly 
compared with the reference group, the non-significant effect of this 
transition also complies with our hypothesis. The only transition for which 
the hypothesis is rejected is the transition from not following education to 
vocational education, for which we do not find a significant effect. 
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Table 4.5 Results linear fixed effects

Intention to vote Interest in politics Trust in institutions Generalized trust Ethnic tolerance
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

Transition in type of education
Gen -> gen (ref.)
Gen ->voc -0.019 -0.002 -0.369** -0.403** 0.025 0.034 -0.241* -0.229* -0.002 -0.035

(0.250) (0.250) (0.127) (0.127) (0.109) (0.108) (0.104) (0.105) (.087) (0.088)
Gen ->no edu -0.363+ -0.324+ -0.454*** -0.453*** 0.083 0.075 0.097 -0.091 -0.120+ -0.131+

(0.190) (0.191) (0.106) (0.106) (0.078) (0.079) (0.089) (0.090) (0.067) (0.068)
Voc->gen -0.348 -0.327 0.075 0.056 0.024 0.035 0.071 -0.064 0.094 0.070

(0.232) (0.233) (0.182) (0.180) (0.142) (0.142) (0.192) (0.193) (0.119) (0.120)
Voc -> voc -0.026 -0.027 -0.379*** -0.405*** 0.013 0.023 -0.170* -0.158+ 0.075 0.043

(0.200) (0.202) (0.102) (0.102) (0.074) (0.075) (0.087) (0.087) (0.070) (0.071)
Voc -> no edu -0.197 -0.193 -0.290*** -0.295*** 0.024 0.021 -0.214** -0.200** -0.068 -0.092

(0.180) (0.182) (0.091) (0.092) 0.068) (0.069) (0.075) (0.077) (0.056) (0.058)
No edu -> voc -0.017 0.000 -0.436 -0.442 0.158 0.157 0.119 0.125 0.105  0.092

(0.392) (0.376) (0.275) (0.274) (0.169) (0.165) (0.137) (0.138) (0.106) (0.107)
No edu-> no edu -0.439** -0.327+ -0.371*** -0.345*** 0.099+ 0.055 -0.202** -0.186* -0.042 -0.061

(0.165) (0.175) (0.083) (0.089) (0.059) (0.066) (0.066) (0.074) (0.052) (0.057)
Control variables
Time-variant
Wave 0.543*** 0.772*** 0.417*** 0.574*** -0.154** -0.225** 0.225*** 0.176* -0.042 0.065

(0.163) (0.199) (0.082) (0.103) (0.059) (0.079) (0.065) (0.087) (0.052) (0.065)
Education level 0.053+ 0.043 -0.011 -0.011 -0.004 -0.003 -0.015 -0.014 0.018+ 0.018+

(0.029) (0.029) (0.015) (0.015) (0.013) (0.013) (0.015) (0.015) (0.063) (0.010)
Time-invariant
Wave*age -0.009* -0.004+ 0.004* 0.000 -0.001

(0.004)                                                                                   (0.002) (0.002) (0.002) (0.001)
Wave*female 0.021 -0.023 -0.050* 0.021 -0.018

(0.047) (0.026) (0.022) (0.024) (0.017)
Wave*SES -0.019 -0.010 0.004 0.006 -0.010*

(0.013) (0.007) (0.006) (0.007) (0.006)    
Wave*Moroccan -0.008 -0.154*** 0.042+ -0.063+ 0.011

(ref: Dutch) (0.073) (0.037) (0.006) (0.038) (0.023)

Wave*Turkish 0.085 -0.024 -0.016 0.001 0.073***
(0.071) (0.038) (0.030) (0.038) (0.022)

Wave*other 0.185* -0.041 -0.001 0.011 -0.052*

ethnicity (0.090) (0.043) (0.036) (0.040) (0.025)

Constant 1.958*** 2.017*** 0.772*** 0.774*** 1.412*** 1.406*** 2.253*** 2.248*** 0.534*** 0.539***
(0.181) (0.179) (0.092) (0.092) (0.081) (0.081) (0.090) (0.090) (0.063) (0.063)

Observations 10624 10624 10624 10624 10624 10624 10624 10624 10624 10624
Number of ID 5312 5312 5312 5312 5312 5312 5312 5312 5312 5312
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Table 4.5 Results linear fixed effects
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Time-variant
Wave 0.543*** 0.772*** 0.417*** 0.574*** -0.154** -0.225** 0.225*** 0.176* -0.042 0.065

(0.163) (0.199) (0.082) (0.103) (0.059) (0.079) (0.065) (0.087) (0.052) (0.065)
Education level 0.053+ 0.043 -0.011 -0.011 -0.004 -0.003 -0.015 -0.014 0.018+ 0.018+

(0.029) (0.029) (0.015) (0.015) (0.013) (0.013) (0.015) (0.015) (0.063) (0.010)
Time-invariant
Wave*age -0.009* -0.004+ 0.004* 0.000 -0.001
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Wave*female 0.021 -0.023 -0.050* 0.021 -0.018

(0.047) (0.026) (0.022) (0.024) (0.017)
Wave*SES -0.019 -0.010 0.004 0.006 -0.010*
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Wave*Moroccan -0.008 -0.154*** 0.042+ -0.063+ 0.011

(ref: Dutch) (0.073) (0.037) (0.006) (0.038) (0.023)

Wave*Turkish 0.085 -0.024 -0.016 0.001 0.073***
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Number of ID 5312 5312 5312 5312 5312 5312 5312 5312 5312 5312

Notes: Standard error in between brackets. 
***p<0.001,**p<0.01, *p<0.05, †p<0.1.
Results for the group that was not following education 
in wave 1 and attending general education in wave2 the 
results are not presented because the size of this group 
(n-=3) is not sufficient to lead to reliable results.
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For generalized trust, we also find substantial support for our hypothesis. 
Compared with the reference group, generalized trust in Models 7 and 
8 increases less between waves 1 and 2 for people making transitions 
from general to vocational education and from vocational education to not 
following education and for people who are in vocational education or not 
following education in both waves. Moreover, in model 8, these negative 
effects, apart from the effect on the people who are in vocational education 
in both waves, are larger than the positive effect for the wave. This finding 
implies that between waves 1 and 2, generalized trust in fact decreases for 
the people making these transitions. These findings and the non-significant 
effect of people who move from vocational to general education are 
consistent with our hypothesis. However, our hypothesis is not confirmed for 
the transitions from general education to no education or from no education 
to vocational education. 

For the other dependent variables, we find support for our hypothesis but not 
nearly as much as for interest in politics and generalized trust. In Models 1 
and 2, intention to vote increases significantly less than the reference group 
for the people making a transition from general education to no education 
and for the people who are not enrolled in education in both waves. Both 
findings support our hypothesis. However, in our robustness check, in which 
we only examine the respondents 14–28 years of age, these findings are no 
longer significant in model 2. Considering this point, our hypothesis is only 
robustly confirmed for the people who move from vocational to general 
education.

The change in ethnic tolerance (Models 9 and 10) between waves 1 and 2 
only differs significantly from the reference group for the people making 
a transition from general education to no education. For this group, 
ethnic tolerance increases less than the reference group. However, in our 
robustness check, in which we use inverse weights to account for attrition 
rather than using multiple imputation, this effect is not significant. With this 
lack of robustness, with respect to ethnic tolerance, our hypothesis is only 
confirmed for the group that makes a transition from vocational to general 
education. 

The results for trust in institutions (Models 5 and 6) provide the least support 
for our hypothesis. In model 9, the only group that differs significantly from 
the reference group in terms of the change in trust in institutions between 
waves 1 and 2 is the group that was not following education in either wave. 
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For this group, trust in institutions decreased less than it did in the reference 
group. This finding is not consistent with our hypothesis. However, when we 
control for our time-invariant control variables in model 10, this effect is no 
longer significant, which suggests that the significant effect in model 9 is in 
fact explained by the control variables that are included in model 10. Once 
again, the only finding that supports our hypothesis is the non-significant 
effect of moving from vocational to general education. 

Considering that we are interested in whether vocational and general 
education relate to differential civic and political attitudes, the most relevant 
results are the transitions in general or vocational education, not the 
transitions out of education. Our hypothesis concerning these transitions is 
only fully confirmed for interest in politics and generalized trust; students 
in general education have faster growth in their interest in politics and 
generalized trust than do students in vocational education. 

A pattern that we observe throughout the results is that the people making 
transitions from vocational to general education, and the people making 
transitions from no education to vocational education, do not differ 
significantly from the reference group in the development of all of the 
outcome variables. In the case of the people making transitions from no 
education to vocational education, this finding suggests that vocational 
education is more beneficial to the development of civic and political 
attitudes than is no education. Another finding that should be identified is 
that making a transition from general education to no education leads to a 
smaller increase in intention to vote, interest in politics, and ethnic tolerance 
compared with the reference group. Although these results are consistent 
with our hypothesis, they suggest that perhaps the positive effect of general 
education (in the case of intention to vote and interest in politics) wears off 
after leaving general education. 

Educational level is only marginally significantly related to the changes in 
two outcome variables between waves 1 and 2,  intention to vote (in Model 
1) and ethnic tolerance (Models 9 and 10). Hence, there is little evidence 
of an additional effect of educational level on civic and political attitudes 
on top of the effect of the type of education on civic and political attitudes. 
This result suggests that type of education is a more important predictor of 
civic and political attitudes than is educational level. We should interpret this 
finding with caution, however, because the reliability of our educational level 
measure is somewhat compromised (see methods section). 
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The wave by age interactions demonstrate that intention to vote and interest 
in politics increase less and that trust in institutions decreases less for 
every year a person is older. These neutralising effects are consistent with 
the idea that attitudes become more crystallized over the years, with the 
consequence that older people are less prone to changes in their attitudes 
(Alwin et al., 1991; Hooghe and Wilkenfeld, 2008). However, the effect size 
of the interactions between the wave and age are relatively small and add 
up to a maximum of approximately one-third of one standard deviation for 
intention to vote, one-fourth of one standard deviation for ethnic tolerance, 
and one-fifth of one standard deviation for interest in politics16. 

Being a woman is negatively associated with the change in trust in institutions 
between waves 1 and 2. The findings for the wave by SES interactions indicate 
that ethnic tolerance increases less by -0.01 (p<.05) between the waves for 
every unit increase in SES. We also find indications that ethnicity relates to 
our outcome variables. For Moroccans, interest in politics and generalized 
trust increase less and trust in institutions decreases less between waves 1 
and 2 compared with Dutch people. Being Turkish is negatively associated 
with the change in ethnic tolerance between wave 1 and 2 compared with 
being Dutch. Finally, for the people of other ethnicities, interest in politics 
increases more and ethnic tolerance increases less between the two waves 
compared with the reference group. 

4.5 Discussion and conclusion

In this chapter, we examined the relationship between type of education – 
general or vocational – and five attitudinal dimensions of CPE between 
the ages of 14 and 49 years in the Netherlands. Based on the differences 
in the curriculum, social networks, social status of general and vocational 
education, and characteristics of the Dutch education system, we 
hypothesized that pursuing general education is beneficial for civic and 
political attitudes compared with pursuing vocational education or being 
out of education. To observe the effect of type of education, we examined 
transitions in types of education. By using panel data from the Netherlands 

16 Based on the maximum age difference of 35 years (49-14) and data of the outcome variables from wave 2 
(Table 4.1).
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Longitudinal Lifecourse Study (NELLS) and applying linear fixed effects, we 
were able to observe the effect of a transition in type of education on the 
within-person change in civic and political attitudes. 

The five attitudes that we studied are intention to vote, interest in politics, 
trust in institutions, generalized trust, and ethnic tolerance. Consistent 
with our hypothesis, we found substantial evidence that people in general 
education have faster growth in interest in politics and generalized trust 
than do people in vocational education or outside the education system. 
This finding implies that the allocation of students into different types of 
education increases the pre-existing differences in these attitudes amongst 
social groups. A similar conclusion was drawn in several European country-
case studies that examined the relationship between type of education 
and various dimensions of CPE (Eckstein et al., 2012; Geboers et al., 2015; 
Hoskins & Janmaat, 2016; Janmaat et al., 2014). 

However, for intention to vote, trust in institutions, and ethnic tolerance, we 
did not find significant support for a relationship with type of education. This 
result suggests that the higher average levels of these attitudes for people 
in general education are a consequence of selection into general education 
of people with characteristics that are favorable to these attitudes. These 
findings are consistent with the findings of Persson (2012) and Chapter 
3 of this dissertation. Persson (2012) identifies parents’ level of political 
participation and the discussion climate at home as two possible pre-adult 
factors that might influence both civic engagement and the (choice of) type 
of education.

Although the lack of a relationship between making a transition in general 
or vocational education and intention to vote is consistent with the findings 
by Persson (2012) for Sweden, the finding is somewhat surprising. Sweden 
is known for its egalitarian education system, and multiple studies of other 
countries with a relative high degree of tracking (Germany) or relative 
low status for vocational education (England) have reported an effect of 
type of education on voting (Cedefop, 2011; Eckstein et al., 2012; Hoskins 
& Janmaat, 2016; Janmaat et al. 2014). Perhaps the features of the Dutch 
education system or the wider country context in the Netherlands are not as 
harmful to electoral participation for the people from vocational education 
as we theorized. Alternatively, there might be other Dutch education 
system or country-context features that are ameliorating the negative 
consequences of early tracking and a low status of vocational education. 
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Another possible explanation for not finding a relationship between type of 
education and intention to vote is that in the other studies, the respondents 
were followed for a longer period. Moreover, the other studies used reported 
voting (Hoskins & Janmaat, 2016; Janmaat et al., 2014) or a broader index of 
participation including intention to vote as a measure of voting, whereas we 
used intention to vote. 

The fact that we did not find a relationship between type of education 
and ethnic tolerance does not match the findings of Janmaat and Mons 
(2011), who demonstrate that differences in ethnic tolerance amongst 
socioeconomic groups are larger in early tracking education systems. 
However, because of the cross-sectional nature of this study, a comparison 
with our findings is ambiguous. Another reason for their different findings 
could be that they only focussed on students aged 13–14 years. There are no 
existing studies on the relationship between type of education and the other 
three civic and political attitudes that are central in our study. 

Our results raise the question of why some civic and political attitudes are 
affected by type of education but others are not. We can only speculate about 
reasons for this finding. Perhaps the development of some civic and political 
attitudes is more dependent upon education experiences whereas other 
attitudes are established because of SES and the civic engagement of one’s 
parents. Alternatively, some attitudes might be established during the years 
of secondary and tertiary education, whereas others are not. Focussing on 
the underlying mechanisms of the relationship between type of education and 
CPE in future studies could perhaps increase our understanding of why type 
of education is related to some attitudes but not to others. In any case, our 
results emphasize that when studying the relationship between education and 
attitudes, different attitudes should not be painted with the same brush. 

The findings provide some support that intention to vote, interest in politics, 
and trust in institutions become more crystallized over the years, which 
suggests that type of education would have a smaller effect on these 
attitudes when enrollment in general or vocational education occurs at a 
greater age. Because interest in politics is the only attitude for which we 
find an interaction between the wave and age and a relationship with type of 
education, this effect only applies to this outcome variable. However, based 
on this study, we cannot say with certainty that type of education would 
have a smaller effect on interest in politics when enrollment in general or 
vocational education occurred at a higher age. 
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Our results provide little evidence for an independent effect of the level 
of education on civic and political attitudes. We only found such an effect 
for ethnic tolerance. This result suggests that type of education is a more 
important predictor of civic and political attitudes than is educational 
level. We should interpret this finding with caution, however, because the 
reliability of our educational level measure is somewhat compromised (see 
methods section). Unfortunately, the data do not allow for a good solution 
to this problem. Because this reliability problem does not apply to a majority 
of the data on educational level, we believe that it does not compromise our 
findings. 

Another limitation of the data is the relatively small share of the respondents 
who are enrolled in education. A vast majority of the respondents are not 
enrolled in education in both waves. Considering that this group is very 
heterogeneous, the results for the transitions into and out of ‘not following 
education’ are not straightforward. Some transitions in type of education 
in particular have a small n. The smallest group, the transition from not 
following education to general education, has been omitted from the results 
for this reason. Moreover, all transitions in vocational and general education 
occur before the age of 28, which impedes an analysis of the relationship 
between type of education and attitudes for different age groups.

We also cannot rule out the possibility that time-variant factors that 
are related to the transitions in type of education are in fact driving our 
results. Other factors that could possibly affect our findings are changes 
in the curricula, the learning environment, and teaching methods, or 
changes outside education, such as social relationships outside the school 
environment. Furthermore, the nine transitions that we examine are a 
simplification. We do not distinguish amongst different forms of general or 
vocational education. One form of general or vocational education might be 
driving the results, or two forms might be cancelling each other out. 

Finally, as with most panel data, there is substantial attrition in the data that 
are used for this study. Despite our efforts to address the attrition in the best 
way possible, attrition remains a threat to the validity of our results. 

Despite these limitations, the study contributes to the literature in two ways. 
First, we apply panel fixed effects models, which have the advantage of 
accounting for unmeasured time-invariant covariates such as intelligence, 
personality and family background. Accordingly, this method significantly 
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decreases the risk of confounding variables. Second, by adopting a 
wide scope on civic and political attitudes, we increase our knowledge 
concerning nuances amongst different types of attitudes when studying 
the effect of type of education. This study advances a clear picture that type 
of education in the Netherlands relates to the development of some civic 
and political attitudes and not to other attitudes. This outcome suggests 
that general education fosters some civic and political attitudes, at least in 
the Netherlands, and that educational differentiation might be harmful to 
promoting democratic equality. 
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Abstract

In this chapter, the relation between the standardization of civic education 
and the inequality of civic and political engagement (CPE) is examined. 
Using data from the ‘International Civic and Citizenship Education Study’ 
2009 among early adolescents and Eurydice country-level data, three-level 
analysis and variance function regression are applied to examine whether 
there is a relation between measures of civic education standardization 
and inequality in three dimensions of CPE: civic knowledge, interest in 
social and political issues and participation in the community. Inequality is 
conceptualized as differences in students’ CPE between schools and the 
association between social origin and CPE. The results demonstrate that 
accountability is associated with more inequality in civic knowledge, whereas 
centralization is associated with less inequality in non-cognitive CPE.
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5.1 Introduction

In the last two decades interest in citizenship outcomes of education has 
increased (Eurydice, 2012; Van der Wal & Waslander, 2007). For a healthy 
democracy, it is essential that citizens are informed and engaged. Concerns 
regarding social cohesion in society – because of  increased diversity and 
individualization – and the allegedly declining CPE of young people have 
made citizenship education a policy priority in many countries (Dalton, 2007; 
Putnam, 2000; Schulz et al., 2010). Education is a particularly powerful 
institution for preparing people to participate in democracy because all 
citizens can be addressed; moreover, social values stabilize when young 
adulthood is reached (Newcomb et al., 1967). The contribution of education 
to various dimensions of CPE has been demonstrated empirically (Campbell, 
2006; Dee, 2004; Hauser, 2000; Milligan et al.,2004; Nie et al., 1996; Torney-
Purta et al., 2001).

A ‘civic engagement gap’ between more and less socioeconomically-
advantaged people is well-documented (Dalton, 2007; Levinson, 2012; Verba 
et al., 1995). This gap poses a challenge to the democratic ideal of political 
equality, to a representative democracy and to social cohesion (Dahl, 2007; 
Lijphart, 1997; Lipset, 1959; Putnam, 2000). If education provides different 
learning opportunities to different socioeconomic groups, socioeconomic 
inequality in CPE can be magnified. Because formal education is generally 
considered an important institution that could improve civic awareness and 
engagement among youth, it can be considered one of the most important 
vehicles to address equality in CPE. 

Comparative studies concerning the cognitive outcomes of education have 
demonstrated that features of educational systems relate to academic 
achievement and how this achievement is distributed across socioeconomic 
groups (Fuchs & Wössmann, 2007; Hanushek & Wössmann, 2010; Horn, 
2009; Van de Werfhorst & Mijs, 2010). A small body of literature is also 
emerging that indicates that features of  an educational system may affect 
the distribution of civic outcomes of school (Eckstein et al., 2012; Janmaat, 
2011; Janmaat et al., 2014; Janmaat & Mons, 2011; Van de Werfhorst, 2014). 
This chapter examines the relation between one institutional feature of 
education, standardization, and the CPE of lower secondary school students. 
Standardization concerns the establishment of national or regional standards 
for educational inputs and outputs, and varies substantially among countries. 
Because standardization can be expected to affect the variation between 
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schools, as will be explained below, it is a particularly relevant feature of an 
educational system to study in relation to the distribution of CPE between 
schools and social groups. The research question of this chapter is ‘To what 
extent does standardization of civic education in secondary education relate 
to equality of civic and political engagement of students?’ 

We investigate the CPE of pupils using cross-nationally comparative data 
collected in the ‘International Civic and Citizenship Education Study’ (ICCS) 
2009 among early adolescents. We combine these individual level student 
assessment data with country-level indicators of the standardization of 
civic education derived from Eurydice data and aggregated ICCS teacher 
data. This combined dataset enables us to examine whether standardization 
is related to inequalities between schools and among students of different 
social backgrounds. Our results demonstrate that accountability is 
associated with more inequality in civic knowledge, whereas centralization 
is associated with less inequality in non-cognitive CPE, notably participation 
in the community. 

5.2 Theoretical framework

Education and inequality of civic and political engagement
It is well-established that regarding socioeconomic circumstances, more 
advantaged people are more civically and politically engaged (Dalton, 2007; 
Levinson, 2012; Verba et al., 1995). Education and income are positively 
associated with different forms of participation such as voter turnout, 
volunteering, community work, and non-institutionalized forms of political 
participation – such as signing petitions and boycotts. Education and income 
are also positively associated with civic knowledge and values and attitudes 
regarding civic and political issues (Dalton, 2007; Kalmijn & Kraaykamp, 
2007; Lijphart, 1997; Marien et al., 2010). 

Equal opportunities for acquiring civic skills, knowledge and opportunities 
for participation are important at an individual and societal level (Verba et 
al., 1997). The civic engagement gap presents a challenge to the democratic 
ideal of political equality, to a representative democracy, and to social 
cohesion (Dahl, 2007; Lijphart, 1997; Lipset, 1959; Putnam, 2000). From 
this perspective, it is important to understand both the potential and the 
disadvantages of educational systems in their contribution to equalizing 
civic learning opportunities. 
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Many mechanisms that cause this ‘civic engagement gap’ have been 
identified. Socioeconomic background determines access to resources 
such as skills, knowledge, and material and social capital (Flanagan & 
Levine, 2010; Hauser, 2000; Verba et al., 1995). Socioeconomic background 
also affects political socialization and, therefore, civic attitudes and 
normative pressures (Flanagan & Levine, 2010; Hauser, 2000). Moreover, 
these mechanisms are cumulative in nature; CPE affects the capacity and 
motivation to become civically engaged (Verba et al., 1995). 

The acquisition of skills, knowledge and social capital as well as political 
socialization partly occurs in schools, for example, through the curriculum, 
pedagogical method, class climate, and extracurricular activities. In 
addition to that, the socioeconomic composition of schools and classes 
also affects learning opportunities. Therefore, it is plausible that schools 
affect the distribution of CPE. Moreover, this distribution may be biased 
by socioeconomic background. Kahne and Middaugh (2009) establish 
some evidence that in California civic learning opportunities in secondary 
education concerning the available curriculum are distributed unequally to 
the benefit of socioeconomically-advantaged students. 

The civic and political dimensions of engagement combined constitute 
engagement with issues of public concern17. The civic and political 
dimensions of engagement differ because the political dimension 
involves the objective to influence public policy, whereas with CPE this 
is not necessarily the aim (Zukin et al., 2006). To facilitate the explorative 
purpose of the present study, three dimensions of CPE are examined. The 
three dimensions are selected based on their relevance concerning an 
erosion of youth CPE, the civic engagement gap and the expected relation 
to civic education. The first dimension is civic knowledge. In the context 
of civic education the cognitive dimension of CPE is especially relevant to 
consider. Because civic knowledge is a resource for political voice, a lack 
of civic knowledge or inequalities in civic knowledge are problematic to the 
legitimacy of democracies (Verba et al., 1995). Moreover civic knowledge is 
positively related to political participation (Galston, 2001). A lack of political 
participation and social background inequalities in political participation 
are a significant concern (Dalton, 2007; Levinson, 2012; Putnam, 2000). 
Second, we examine an affective dimension: interest in social issues and 

17 The social and religious dimensions of engagement with society are not included in the dependent variable of 
interest because they are not necessarily concerned with the common good (Campbell, 2006; Putnam, 2000).
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politics. Youth apathy regarding civic issues and politics is also a significant 
concern (Dalton, 2007). Adolescents are not beyond the ‘critical period’ 
when social and political attitudes form. Therefore, schools are considered 
a logical place to develop these attitudes (Flanagan & Levine, 2010). Finally, 
we investigate a participatory dimension of civic engagement: participation 
in the community. Research shows that this type of participation by youth is 
associated with adult political participation (McFarland & Thomas, 2006). 

Standardization of civic education 
In comparative education research it has been verified that various 
institutional features of education affect ‘efficiency’ (i.e., maximizing student 
performance), and ‘equality’ (concerning dispersions in student outcomes or 
their associations with social origin) (Fuchs & Wössmann, 2007; Hanushek & 
Wössmann, 2010; Van de Werfhorst & Mijs, 2010). We follow the terminology 
of this literature and conceptualize inequality in CPE in the following two 
ways: 1) differences in students’ CPE between schools and 2) the association 
between social origin and CPE. 

In this chapter, the relation of one specific form of institutionalization 
of an educational system on the three dimensions of CPE of students is 
examined, namely, standardization. Standardization in education has been 
referred to as the degree to which there is a “provision of equal educational 
standards nationwide” (Allmendinger, 1989, p. 231). We focus in particular 
on the standardization of civic education. Among different educational 
systems there is significant variety in the degree to which civic education 
is standardized (Eurydice, 2012; Hahn, 1999; Hahn, 2010; Hooghe & Claes, 
2009, Torney-Purta et al., 1999). In this chapter, we distinguish between two 
dimensions of standardization: centralization and accountability.  

In the current debate, criticisms regarding standardization tend to 
overshadow its benefits. Standardization can undermine teacher autonomy 
and the possibility to adapt to specific context-driven needs (Levinson, 
2011). Standardization can have undesirable side effects, such as teaching 
to the rating, investing more in students who are performing just below 
a satisfactory level – the so-called ‘quick gains’– at the cost of the best and 
worst performers, increased grade retention, increased learning pressure and 
less positive attitudes of students towards learning (Amrein & Berliner, 2003; 
Carnoy & Loeb, 2002; Jürges & Schneider, 2010; Reback, 2008). Moreover, 
increased student performance because of high-stakes testing may simply be 
driven by increased test-specific skills and effort (Jacob, 2005). 
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However, setting standards and holding educational stakeholders 
accountable for their performance can also improve efficiency, equity and 
transparency (Jürges & Schneider, 2010; Levinson, 2011). Setting standards 
can equalize learning opportunities. Monitoring educational outputs 
provides information that allows the identification of problems that should 
be addressed and possible measures for improvement. 

Centralization
Centralization captures the scope and strength of central – national or 
subnational – regulations and recommendations for formal education. 
Centralization is the antonym of autonomy, which is more common in the 
literature because of a trend of decentralizing education across countries 
(Honig & Rainey, 2012).  

Civic education can involve the centralization of educational inputs, such 
as budget allocation, the civic education curriculum (both approach and 
content), civic education student assessments, extracurricular civic activities 
organized by the school, school governance, school and class climate, 
civic education teacher training requirements, and continued professional 
development. The extent of centralization of civic education can also differ 
to a significant degree among educational systems. In the Netherlands, 
for example, schools are required to incorporate civic education in the 
curriculum, but schools are free to decide how they put this requirement into 
practice. In France, in contrast, the ministry of education decides in great 
detail on the content of civic education (Hooghe & Claes, 2009). Finally, it 
should be noted that centralization does not equal implementation. This 
difference is particularly relevant when  assessing  the consequences of 
centralization.

Accountability
Accountability concerns the degree to which actors in education are held 
accountable for their performance (Wössmann, 2003). Across European 
countries, little standardized testing of civic education can be found 
(Eurydice, 2012). However, accountability of civic education occurs in other 
ways. The performance in civic education by schools can be evaluated 
through external school evaluations that cover civic education. Moreover, 
national or international initiatives exist for monitoring the educational 
systems’ performance in civic education (Eurydice, 2012). 
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For all civic education accountability systems, the level of accountability 
depends on its consequences concerning sanctions or rewards (Bishop, 
1997; Bol et al., 2014; Fuchs & Wössmann, 2007). The higher the sanctions 
for performing poorly and rewards for performing well, the higher the 
incentive is to perform better. Moreover, standardization of civic education 
output can be applied to different dimensions of civic education, such 
as teaching and learning knowledge, skills, and participation. Actors in 
education will have the incentive to perform better on the aspects for which 
they are held accountable. These aspects and the benchmarks that are used 
can influence performance. Finally, the ‘models of assessment’ that are used 
to ensure accountability differ among countries. Assessment can be  based 
on the process, improvement and outcomes of civic education (Dijkstra & De 
la Motte, 2014). Some examples of information that is used for assessment 
are: schools’ mission statements, educational development plans, direct 
observations of learners and the information provided by parents (Eurydice, 
2012). 

Standardization of civic education and inequality of civic and 
political engagement
Centralization
Hooghe and Claes (2009) point out that if there are no centrally administrated 
clear requirements for civic education, there can be enormous variation in it 
across schools, such as in Belgium. If education (including civic education) 
is centralized, however, students in the same country or region will receive 
similar opportunities for civic learning. Logically, this centralization may 
cause students to learn more homogeneous knowledge and skills. It has 
been demonstrated that centralization in an educational system decreases 
the impact of the particular school on how much is learned by students, 
leading to more equal educational outcomes (Horn, 2009; Van de Werfhorst 
& Mijs, 2010; Wössmann et al., 2009). It is expected that this outcome also 
applies to civic education. Our first hypothesis is therefore: the centralization 
of civic education is associated with less dispersion in the civic engagement 
among students from different schools (hypothesis 1). 

Given that students from better socioeconomic backgrounds have more 
learning opportunities for civic and political knowledge and skills at 
home, socioeconomically-disadvantaged students rely more on learning 
opportunities at school. Several studies have shown that civic education has 
a compensatory effect for civic learning for students with less civic learning 
opportunities at home (Campbell, 2008; Deimel et al., 2020; Langton & 



5

139Standardization of civic education and inequality in CPE |

Jennings, 1968; Neundorf et al., 2016). Through equalizing all civic learning 
opportunities, centralized civic education may therefore compensate for the 
disadvantage of students with a relatively unfavorable social background. 
Janmaat and Mons (2011) demonstrate that in more centralized educational 
systems, there is less inequality in the two civic values of ethnic tolerance 
and patriotism across ethnic and social groups18. Therefore, it is expected 
that the centralization of civic education is related to a weaker association 
between student background and civic engagement (hypothesis 2).

Accountability
Regarding the relation between accountability and dispersion of school 
performance, the literature progresses in two opposite directions. Both 
directions begin from the mechanism of increased incentives to perform. 
This mechanism implies that when students, teachers and schools are held 
accountable for their performance and subsequently sanctioned and rewarded 
according to it, their incentives to perform well will be higher. This mechanism 
is used to explain the finding that accountability increases average general 
school performance (Bishop, 1997; Bol et al., 2014; Fuchs & Wössmann, 2007; 
Jürges & Schneider, 2010; Wössmann et al., 2009). Although this mechanism 
of incentives to perform has not been tested in relation to civic education, one 
may expect that it also applies to this domain; when agents in education are 
held accountable for civic outcomes, they will have the incentive to perform 
better. These incentives to perform may have two diverging implications for 
the relation between accountability measures and the distribution of CPE. 

On the one hand, school accountability may especially cause the schools 
scoring below the standard civic outcomes to improve their performance. 
These schools will have more to gain in improving their civic outcomes. 
Moreover if a school is aware of their relative poor performance in civic 
outcomes, the involved actors will feel more pressure to improve their 
performance to avoid the negative repercussions of performing poorly. 
Narrowing dispersions between effectively and poorly performing schools 
may ultimately be the result of accountability. This assumption leads 
to our between-school compensation hypothesis of accountability: the 
accountability of civic education is associated with less dispersion in civic 
engagement between schools (hypothesis 3a). 

18 Janmaat and Mons (2011) use a different concept than centralization, namely, ‘territorial differentiation’ or  
the “division of powers among the national, local, and school levels regarding curriculum, textbooks, and 
assessment” (p. 57).
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Alternatively, better performing schools may be concerned with their 
competitive position and make efforts to in increase the quality of their 
civic education. Moreover, better performing schools may be better able 
to respond to school evaluations so that their performance according to 
these accountability measures will be better. These assumptions lead to our 
between-school competition hypothesis of accountability:  the accountability 
of civic education is associated with more dispersion in civic engagement 
between schools (hypothesis 3b). 

Regarding social background inequality in CPE, we also include two 
contrasting hypotheses of compensation and competition. First, 
accountability measures can be used to hold schools accountable for the 
performance of students in relation to their social background. These 
measures provide incentives to decrease achievement gaps based on social 
background. Moreover students with less civic learning opportunities at 
home may have greater marginal gains from resources that facilitate CPE 
in school. This discussion leads to our social background compensation 
hypothesis of accountability: the accountability of civic education is related 
to a weaker association between student background and civic engagement 
(hypothesis 4a). 

If, on the other hand, school evaluation of civic education increases the 
differences in outcomes between schools, students with an advantageous 
social background are expected to benefit more from this because they 
are typically clustered in relatively well performing schools (Jenkins et 
al., 2008). This conclusion leads to our social background competition 
hypothesis of accountability: the accountability of civic education is related 
to a stronger association between student background and civic engagement 
(hypothesis 4b).

5.3 Data and methods 

Data
For this study, two sources of data were used. First, the ‘International 
Civic and Citizenship Education Study’ (ICCS) 2009 was used, which was 
conducted by the International Association for the Evaluation of Educational 
Achievement (IEA). The ICCS contains the results of a civic and political 
knowledge test and social background data from approximately 141,000 
8th grade students from 38 countries as well as data from teachers, school 
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principals and national ICCS coordinators. The sample was reduced to 
students aged 12-16. Approximately 98 percent of the sample remained 
available for analysis after this intervention. Second, additional macro 
data was obtained from the 2012 Eurydice report ‘Citizenship education in 
Europe’. These data were merged with the ICCS data at the country level. The 
required ICCS and Eurydice data were available for 24 European countries.

Dependent variables  
The following three variables were chosen for the operationalization of CPE: 
civic knowledge, interest in social and political issues, and participation 
in the community. This choice of variables allows the examination of the 
cognitive, affective and participation dimensions of CPE. Civic knowledge 
was measured by a factor score of the five plausible values for the ICCS 
knowledge test. This standardized cognitive test comprises 80 questions 
testing students’ knowledge and skills of reasoning and analysis in the 
following four ‘content domains’: civic society and systems, civic principles, 
civic participation, and civic identities (Schulz et al., 2009, p. 21-31). 
Through principal factor analysis of the five plausible test score values, one 
factor for civic knowledge was retained with an eigenvalue of 4.46 and factor 
loadings of .94. Subsequently this factor was z-standardized. 

Interest in social and political issues was measured by a factor from six 
items concerning how interested the student is in local, national, European, 
and international political issues and national and international social 
issues. Before performing factor analysis, the scoring was recoded so that 
a higher score indicates a student is more interested. Once again principal 
factor analysis was applied to create an index (eigenvalue of 3.44 and factor 
loadings ranging from .69 to .82) that was then standardized.

Finally, participation in the community was derived from six items where 
the student is asked if he or she has engaged in different forms of civic 
participation (see appendix 5.1 for these items). The answer categories 
were recoded into a dummy where 1 indicates a student has engaged with 
the particular type of participation in the past, and 0 indicates a student has 
never engaged with it. Subsequently factor analysis was performed leading 
to an index with an eigenvalue of 1.40 and factor loadings of .38 to .53.  The 
four dependent variables are mostly moderately positively correlated, with 
the exception of the correlation between participation in the community and 
civic knowledge. 
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Independent variables
A brief description of all independent macro variables can be found in table 
5.1.

Table 5.1 Independent variables

Centralization
Guidelines assessment Central guidelines on assessing lower secondary education students’ active participation in 

school or in the community in a country in 2010/11
Centralized content Degree to which teachers draw on official guidelines and requirements in planning civic education 

for grade 8 (factor of two items aggregated to country level)
Accountability
External evaluation Evaluation of civic education teaching and learning

in a school conducted by evaluators who report to a local, regional or central education authority 
but are not members of staff at the school concerned

To measure centralization of civic education two macro-level variables were 
introduced. The first variable concerns a dummy variable for whether there 
were central guidelines on the assessment of lower secondary education 
students’ active participation in school or in the community in a country 
in 2010/11 (yes/no, values 1/0). These data originate from the Eurydice 
report ‘Citizenship education in Europe’ and are provided by the National 
Units of the Eurydice network (Eurydice, 2012, p. 10). See tables 5.2 and 
5.3 for an overview of the distribution by country and the basic descriptive 
statistics19.  Second, a variable was created to measure the centralization 
of civic education content. Two items were taken from the ICCS teacher 
questionnaire: In planning <civic and citizenship education> or citizenship-
related topics for your <target grade> classes, to what extent do you draw 
on the following sources? 1) Official curricula, curricular guidelines or 
frameworks and 2) Official requirements (standards) in the area of <civic 
and citizenship education>. These two items were recoded so that there are 
the following four categories: 1=not at all/logically not applicable; 2=to a 
small extent; 3=to a moderate extent and 4=to a large extent. Subsequently a 
factor was created with an eigenvalue of 1.83 and factor loadings of .96. This 
factor was then aggregated to the country level, standardized and merged 
with the individual data. The aggregated means by country are presented in 
table 5.2. The basic descriptive statistics are presented in table 5.3.

19 From the report, it is not clear if in Latvia these guidelines are available for ISCED2. Latvia’s National Eurydice 
Unit confirmed to the authors of this chapter that this is the case.
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Regarding accountability, this chapter is concerned with the accountability 
of schools. This accountability was operationalized by an external school 
evaluation of civic education teaching and learning in lower secondary 
education (ISCED 2). These data are also provided by the National Units of 
the Eurydice network (2012). The evaluation of civic education teaching and 
learning is focused on “the quality of the teaching and learning process, pupil 
and student learning outcomes, as well as adherence to official curriculum 

Table 5.2 Country scores on independent variables 

External 
evaluation

Guidelines 
assessment

Centralized 
content

                         Accountability                          Centralization

n=23 countries n=20 countries
Austria 1 0 -.86
Belgium (Flanders) 1 0 1.39
Bulgaria 0 1 -.44
Cyprus 0 0 -.92

Czech Republic 1 0 -.68

Denmark 1 0 2.28

England 1 0 .62
Estonia 0 0 NA

Finland 0 0 .78

Greece 0 0 NA

Ireland 1 1 -.23

Italy 1 0 .06
Latvia 1 1 -.99
Lithuania 1 0 -.55
Luxembourg 0 0 NA

Malta 0 0 .19
Netherlands 0 0 NA

Norway 1 0 .1.72
Poland 1 1 -1.25
Slovakia 0 1 -.17

Slovenia 1 1 .89

Spain 1 1 -1.31
Sweden 1 0 -.08

Switzerland NA NA -.46
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content and to recommended teaching methods”20 (Eurydice, 2012, p. 79). 
The external school evaluation was conducted by evaluators who report to 
a local, regional or central education authority but are not members of staff 
at the school concerned.  A binary variable was created indicating whether 
the type of evaluation is applied in a country (yes/no, values 1/0). In table 
2 an overview of the score by country can be found. The basic descriptive 
statistics are presented in table 5.3. 

Table 5.3 Descriptive statistics

Mean Standard deviation Range

Dependent variables

Civic knowledge (67054 obs) 0 1 -4.08-3.60

Interest in social and political issues (65577) 0 1 -1.86-2.45

Participation in community (65799) 0 1 -.85-3.47

Control variables ( 67054)

Female (1=yes) .51 .5 0-1

Student age 14.30 .5 13-16

Religion (1=religious) .56 .5 0-1

Immigrant status (1=non-native or first generation) .1 .29 0-1

Students’ socioeconomic background 0 1 -3.7-5.7

Interest in social and political issues parents 1.93 .73 0-3

Independent variables

External evaluation  (n student=  67054; n country=23) .63 .48 0-1

Guidelines assessment (n student= 67054; n country=23) .30 .46 0-1

Centralized content  (n student= 42020; n country=20) 0 1 -1.31-.2.28

 

Control variables
The individual level control variables that were included are gender, age, 
immigration status, religion, and two measures of social background: 1) 
index of students’ socioeconomic background (‘socioeconomic status’ (SES)) 
and 2) parents’ interest in social and political issues (‘parents’ interest’). The 
SES index was composed of the following three socioeconomic variables: 
parents’ higher occupational status; parents’ highest educational level 
in approximate years of education; and the approximate number of books 

20 Other areas of civic education on which schools can be both internally and externally evaluated distinguished 
by Eurydice are school culture, school governance, and relationships with the wider community (Eurydice, 
2012, p. 79).
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at home. Following the same procedure21 by which the national index of 
socioeconomic background was created by the IEA (Schulz et al., 2009, p. 
193), these variables were standardized for the countries in the sample. After 
this standardization, principal component analysis was applied to create an 
international index of SES. The factor that was retained has an eigenvalue of 
1.52 and factor loadings of .84 for parents’ higher occupational status and 
parents’ highest educational level in approximate years of education and a 
factor loading of .29 for the approximate number of books at home. Finally, 
a  z-standardized variable was created with a mean of 0 and a standard 
deviation of 1. 

Parents’ interest in social and political issues concerns a variable for which 
the categories and their corresponding meanings can be found in the 
appendix 5.1. The two social background measures correlate only modestly 
with r=.20 overall and with correlations between r=.09 (Malta) and r=.28 
(Luxembourg) within countries. All individual level data were derived from 
the student background questionnaires completed by the students. The 
mean, standard deviation and range are presented for every control variable 
in table 5.3. To account for the socioeconomic composition of the students’ 
class, we included a variable for the mean level of parents’ interest and SES 
in the models22.

Methods
Multilevel analysis
The hypotheses were tested with three-level random intercept regression 
models that account for the nested structure of the data, with individuals 
nested in schools and in countries23. To analyze the impact of standardization 

21 We followed the same procedure with the exception that we did not impute values for missing data. Instead, 
we excluded respondents who had a missing value for one of the three variables on which the index is based.

22 At the school level variables for private/public education and the size of the community in which the school is 
located were also considered, but did not contribute to the models substantially. A variable for the religious 
denomination of the school was not available. 

23 A four-level analysis including the class level was not suitable since in the majority of the participating 
schools students from only one class were tested. The school level was chosen in order to increase the 
comparability between the multilevel models and the variance function models which concern between-
school residuals (see above). The models were  re-run using class instead of school as the second level in 
order to check the robustness of the findings. A small number of findings did not pass this robustness test. 
They are mentioned in the results section. 
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on the equality of CPE, cross-level interaction variables were created 
with the three institutional feature variables described above and the two 
individual level social background variables SES and parents’ interest. 

For all three dependent variables two models were run. First, a model  in 
which the main effect of external evaluation and guidelines for assessment 
was estimated. In addition, an interaction among these institutional variables 
with the two micro social background variables was estimated (table 5.4). 

The ‘centralization of civic education content’ was available for a different 
group of countries than the other three indicators of standardization. 
Therefore a separate model was run where the coefficients of the control 
variables, centralized content and a cross-level interaction of centralized 
content with both social background variables are estimated (table 5.5).

Because the interest in this chapter concerns the impact of institutional 
features, differences in the sample size for countries were accounted for by 
including sampling weights so that all countries have an equal weight. 

Variance function regression 
The hypotheses regarding between-school dispersion of students’ CPE 
are modeled through a variance function regression. In variance function 
regressions the variance of an outcome variable is modeled as functions of 
covariates (Western & Bloome, 2009; Zeng et al., 2011). For our hypothesis 
involving between-school inequality, we are interested in between-school 
within- country variance of the dependent variables. Two steps were taken 
to model this focus. 

First, a random intercept three-level regression model with only the 
control variables were run for the three dependent variables. The between-
school within-country residuals were stored. Subsequently, the log of the 
squared between-school within-country residuals were estimated for every 
dependent variable. 

In the second step the log of the squared residuals was taken as the 
dependent variable in a model including only the independent country-level 
variables of interest. To account for heteroskedasticity, a general linear 
model (GLM) gamma function with a log link was used. However, this method 
prevents a multilevel approach. To obtain unbiased standard errors, the data 
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were clustered by country. The estimated covariates of the GLM model can 
be interpreted as the effect of the measures of standardization (independent 
variables) on the magnitude of the between-school variability in a country. 

Similar to the multilevel models the variance regressions were performed 
with two models for every dependent variable because of the available 
sample for the macro variables. One model included the external evaluation 
and guidelines for assessment, and a second model  included the 
centralization of civic education content.  

Reliability and validity
Some caveats should be made regarding several issues concerning the data 
and methods. First, we are using cross-sectional data. This fact means we 
cannot make any causal claims based on the results. Findings involving any 
relations between civic education standardization and CPE inequality may be 
a result of preexisting differences. 

Second, ICCS 2009 does not contain individual-level data on general 
cognitive ability. To account for this deficiency as much as possible 
we repeated our analysis including the variable civic knowledge as an 
independent variable. Logically, this approach could not be implemented in 
the models with civic knowledge as a dependent variable. A small number 
of findings did not pass this robustness check and they are mentioned in 
the results section. The main effects demonstrate that civic knowledge is 
positively related to interest in social and political issues and negatively 
related to participation in the community.

Another possibly influential element is the particular civic or political culture 
and influential events in countries (Almond & Verba, 1989; Isac et al., 2011), 
especially because political culture is known to affect the development 
of educational systems (Green, 1990). To account for this element, we re-
estimated the models accounting for the control of corruption in 2009 as 
operationalized by the World Bank. This variable reflects “perceptions 
of the extent to which public power is exercised for private gain, including 
both petty and grand forms of corruption, as well as ‘capture’ of the state 
by elites and private interests” (Kaufmann et al., 2009, p. 6). Including this 
measure did not alter our findings. Other macro variables such as the human 
development index (HDI), the World Bank’s governmental efficacy index, 
and the Economist’s democracy index were also considered. However, these 
variables did not meaningfully contribute to the models because of the high 
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correlation with the control of corruption variable. The control of corruption 
measure was chosen because, in our opinion, it measures political culture 
better than the HDI and the governmental efficacy index. In addition, the 
democracy index includes public-opinion measures of participation in 
political culture which could lead to tautological findings.

Two of the three indicators of standardization used in this chapter, an external 
evaluation and guidelines for assessment, are based on dichotomous 
measures. This basis allows for comparing standardization somewhat among 
countries, but does not explain the degree to which a form of standardization 
occurs. The actual difference in the level of standardization between two 
countries where one scores zero and the other scores one may in some cases 
be relatively small. In this way, binary measures may amplify differences in 
standardization among countries, thus, leading to bias. Furthermore, our 
binary measures of standardization do not comprise qualitative differences 
of standardization among countries. Forms of standardization are 
manifested in many different ways across countries. Because our indicators 
are blind to these differences this leaves the risk of finding relations that are 
actually spurious.  

To uniformly measure the standardization of civic education across 
countries, we use two types of data: 1) data provided by country experts 
assigned by Eurydice concerning whether there are official standardization 
measures 2) teacher data regarding whether teachers are using 
centralized regulations. Both types of data have their advantages and 
drawbacks regarding reliability and validity. The expert data that is used 
is valuable because it offers standardized measures of accountability and 
centralization. This data, however, is sensitive to measurement error and, 
therefore, the results may be biased. The teacher data does not actually 
concern centralization, but the perceived implementation of centralization 
by teachers. This type of data can simultaneously be considered a drawback 
and an advantage. The experience of teachers is less objective than the 
actual existence of centralized guidelines. At the same time this type of data 
undermines the risk of influential measurement error that occurs when we 
use expert data. Moreover, the implementation of centralized regulations 
drives our hypothesis. When interpreting the results, we must consider 
these characteristics that make the data imperfect. We think it is worthwhile 
to analyze the data because they allow us to study standardization across 
countries uniformly. 
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5.4 Results

Results of the multilevel analysis
The results of the three-level models are presented in tables 5.4 and 5.5. 
Table 5.4 presents the model including the external evaluation and guidelines 
for assessment and across-level interaction of these two measures of 
standardization with SES and parents’ interest for all three dependent 
variables. Table 5.5 presents the models including centralized content with 
cross-level interactions for both social background variables. 

The variance components for the three different levels are included in the 
model. It is clear that the vast majority of variance lies at the student level 
(62 to 94  percent of the total variance) followed by the country level (3 to 20 
percent), and the least variance is found at the school level (3 to 18 percent). 
Out of the four dependent variables, contextual factors – notably, the school 
– are most important for the cognitive dimension of CPE. 

Girls score higher than boys on civic knowledge and participation in the 
community but lower on interest in social and political issues. Age is 
negatively associated with civic knowledge and positively associated 
with the two remaining dependent variables. Identifying oneself as being 
religious is positively related with interest in social and political issues, 
and participation in the community and is not significantly related to civic 
knowledge. Finally, being an immigrant is negatively associated with civic 
knowledge and positively associated with interest in social and political 
issues. In the model with centralized content (table 5), being an immigrant is 
also positively related to participation in the community24. 

The findings regarding the relation between social background and CPE are 
generally consistent with the consensus in the literature. Both students’ 
SES and parents’ interest are positively associated with all the dependent 
variables with the exception of the relation between SES and participation 
in the community. The aggregate measures of social background (class 
mean of parents’ interest and SES) are also mostly positively related to the 
three civic outcomes. However, the class SES mean is negatively associated 

24 In the robustness checks, we included, in separate models, two additional control variables: 1) the World 
Bank 2009 control of corruption index  and 2.) civic knowledge (as an independent variable). The findings 
show that a higher score on the corruption index is significantly associated with higher civic knowledge and 
lower interest in in social and political issues as well as participation in the community. Civic knowledge is 
positively related to interest in politics and negatively to participation in the community. 
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with interest in social and political issues in the model with external 
evaluation and guidelines (table 4) and with participation in the community 
in the model with centralized content (table 5). The class SES mean is not 
significantly related in the other model to these two dependent variables. 
Mean parents’ interest is not significantly related to knowledge in the model 
with centralized content.  

In table 5.4, external evaluations and guidelines for assessment do not 
significantly affect the civic outcomes. The only significant main effect is 
found with the positive relation between guidelines for assessment and 
participation in the community with .13 at a significance level of  α<.1. In 
table 5.5, we find that centralized content is negatively associated with 
interest in social and political issues and participation in the community with 
-.128 at α<.001 and -.086 at α<.05, respectively.

Our main interest in tables 5.4 and 5.5, however, concerns the cross-level 
interactions among the three indicators of standardization and the two social 
background variables. In table 5.4, we see that an external evaluation of civic 
education significantly  interacts positively with both parents’ interest (.04 
at α<.1) and SES (.053 at α<.1) for civic knowledge. External evaluations of 
civic education are thus  associated with more social background inequality 
in civic knowledge. This result supports hypothesis 4b: the accountability of 
civic education is positively related to a stronger association between student 
background and civic engagement. For the other two dependent variables, 
no significant interactions among external evaluations and the two social 
background variables are found, falsifying hypotheses 4a and 4b. 
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Table 5.4 Results multilevel models external evaluation and guidelines for assessment

Civic Knowledge Interest in social and 
political issues

Participation in 
community

Female .194*** -.080*** .139***

(.022) (.021) (.020)

Age -.081*** .043** .044***

(.023) (.015) (.010)

Religious (1=yes) .009 .145*** .078***

(.027) (.016) (.014)

Immigrant -.247*** .227*** .044

(.031) (.031) (.038)

Parents’ interest .085*** .431*** .140***

(.015) (.016) (.021)

SES .171*** .027*** .013

(.027) (.007) (.020)

Class mean parents’ interest .166* .197*** .094*

(.065) (.038) (.014)

Class mean SES .309*** -.024† .031

(.052) (.014) (.019)

External evaluation .168 -.009 -.072

(.204) (.094) (.086)

Guidelines for assessment .012 .068 .130†

Cross-level interactions
(.148) (.093) (.075)

External evaluation*parents’ interest .040† .022 -.012

(.020) (.020) (.021)

External evaluation*SES .053† .017 -.005

(.030) (.015) (.020)

Guidelines* parents’ interest -.023 -.029 .017

(.024) (.021) (.015)

Guidelines*SES -.019 -.055*** -.023†

(.029) (.015) (.013)

Constant .523 -1.951*** -1.189***

(.412) (.199) (.200)

Variance i (student) .578 (61.62%) .809 (93.42%) .876 (90.59%)

Variance j (school) .17 (18.12%) .025 (2.89%) .047 (4.86%)

Variance k (country) .19 (20.26%) .032 (3.7%) .044 (4.55%)

ni
nj 
nk

67054
3152

23

65577
3150

23

65799
3151

23
Note: Standard error in between brackets. ***p<.001,**p<.01, *p<.05, †p<.1.
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Table 5.5 Results multilevel models centralized content

Civic Knowledge Interest in social and 
political issues

Participation in 
community

Female .196*** -.081*** .151***

(.022) (.024) (.021)

Age -.080** .042** .044***

(.025) (.016) (.011)

Religious -.004 .144*** .083***

(.031) (.017) (.017)

Immigrant -.267*** .237*** .053†

(.031) (.032) (.032)

Parents’interest .102*** .437*** .136***

(.011) (.011) (.010)

SES .203*** .016† .005

(.016) (.009) (.008)

Class mean parents’ interest .136 .191*** .080†

(.088) (.045) (.043)

Class mean SES .330*** -.027 -.054*

(.054) (.019) (.023)

Centralized content .088 -.128*** -.086*

Cross-level interactions
(.087) (.028) (.041)

Centralized content*parents’ interest .023* .015 -.018*

(.011) (.009) (.009)

Centralized content*SES .018 .017 .002

(.015) (.011) (.006)

Constant .678† -1.916*** -1.175***

(.405) (.228) (.171)

Variance i (student) .586 (62.94%) .808 (93.95%) .884 (90.76%)

Variance j (school) .162 (17.4%) .027 (3.14%) .049 (5.31%)

Variance k (country) .183 (19.66%) .025 (2.91%) .041 (4.21%)

Ni
Nj 
Nk

58486
2919

20

57225
2917

20

57362
2918

20
Note: Standard error in between brackets. ***p<.001,**p<.01, *p<.05, †p<.1.
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The existence of guidelines for assessing students’ participation in school 
and in the community is associated with less social background inequality 
in two instances: the positive association between SES and students’ 
interest in social and political issues and participation in the community are 
smaller when there are guidelines for assessment (effect size respectively 
-.055 at α<.001 and -.023 at α<.1). These findings support hypothesis 2: the 
centralization of civic education is related to a weaker association between 
student background and civic engagement. 

In table 5.5 we see that the centralized content of civic education is associated 
with social background inequality of both the cognitive and the participation 
components of CPE. The positive association between parents’ interest 
and the score on the civic knowledge test is magnified by .023 at the α<.05 
level for an increase of one on the civic education content centralization 
index. Concerning the range of the content centralization scale of 3.59 the 
interaction effect will be a maximum of -.023*3.59. This enhanced inequality 
with centralization is the opposite of what was expected in hypothesis 2. 
The positive association between parents’ interest and participation in the 
community, in contrast, is diminished by -.018 at α<.05 for an increase of 
one on the civic education content centralization index. Hypothesis 2 is thus 
confirmed for participation in the community25. 

Both the impact of parents’ interest and SES are associated with 
standardization variables three times. We find indications that guidelines for 
assessment are associated with SES inequality whereas centralized content 
is associated with inequality by parents’ interest. Interestingly the two 
measures of centralization are associated with another dimension of social 
background inequality. Civic education content is associated with inequality 
in CPE by parents’ interest in social and political issues, whereas central 
guidelines for assessment of participation in the community are associated 
with inequality in CPE by SES. 

Results in between-school variance
In table 5.6, the covariates that estimate dispersion in CPE between schools 
within countries are presented. Again, because of data availability, the 
results were derived through two models: one model with external evaluation 
and guidelines for assessment and a second model with civic education 

25 When we include civic knowledge in the model as a control variable this coefficient is slightly smaller and 
less efficient with -.016 at α<.1. 
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content centralization. The betas presented in table 5.6 are the estimated 
effects of their corresponding independent variable of standardization on 
the squared residuals of schools within countries. Between-school variance 
of the dependent outcomes is not significantly related to our accountability 
measure of external school evaluation. Hypotheses 3a and 3b are thus 
rejected. 

Centralization of civic education is associated with between-school variance 
of CPE in three instances. Civic education content centralization is associated 
with less between-school variance for civic knowledge and participation 
in the community. These findings confirm hypothesis 1; the centralization 
of civic education is associated with less dispersion in civic engagement 
between students from different schools. Guidelines for assessment, on 
the other hand, are associated with more between-school inequality for 
participation in the community. This finding is the opposite of what was 
expected in hypothesis 1.

Table 5.6 Results variance function regression

External evaluation
23 countries

Guidelines assessment
23 countries

Centralized content
20 countries

Civic knowledge -.28
[.21]

.23
[.16]

-.13*
[.07]

Interest in social and political issues .01
[.12]

-.01
[.08]

.02
[.05]

Participation in community -.24
[.19]

.32*
[.14]

-.28*
[.11]

Note: Standard error in between brackets. ***p<.001,**p<.01, *p<.05, †p<.1.

5.5 Discussion and conclusion

In this chapter we performed a cross-country comparative study involving 24 
European countries to examine whether standardization of civic education 
is associated with inequality of CPE. Inequality of CPE was examined in two 
ways: 1. between-school within country variance and 2. the association 
between social background and student CPE. 

The findings demonstrate that schools and the educational system explain 
only a modest part of differences in CPE; the four dimensions of CPE examined 
in this chapter are mostly explained by characteristics at the individual level. 
This result is consistent with other multilevel studies of civic outcomes in 
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education (Dijkstra et al., 2015; Isac et al., 2011; Isac, et al., 2014; Quintelier, 
2010). Not surprisingly, schools are the most important for the cognitive 
dimension. 

The results confirm the existence of a civic engagement gap among lower 
secondary school students. Both individual social background characteristics 
and class composition matter. However, as demonstrated in this chapter, civic 
engagement inequality is altered by the standardization of civic education. 

A distinction was made between two dimensions of standardization: 
centralization and accountability. Regarding accountability, we found 
indications that external school evaluations are associated with more 
social background inequality in the cognitive dimension of CPE. This finding 
supports the idea that the sanctions and rewards following external school 
evaluations encourage competition between schools to the benefit of 
students with a more advantageous social background. 

Regarding centralization the findings are more mixed. The first measure 
of centralization, centralization of civic education content, is associated 
with less inequality in participation in the community both between 
schools and regarding parents’ social background. Centralization of civic 
education content is also associated with less background inequality in the 
civic knowledge between schools, but at the same time inequality in civic 
knowledge by social background is larger in countries with more centralized 
civic education content. The second measure of centralization, central 
guidelines for assessment of participation in the community, is associated 
with less social background inequality in interest in social and political 
issues and participation in the community. Between-school inequality in 
participation in the community, in contrast, is larger in countries where 
central guidelines for assessment exist. 

These findings indicate that, although it is important to distinguish between 
different types of centralization, centralization is mostly associated with less 
CPE inequality. This is consistent with our expectation. It can be explained 
by an equalizing of civic learning opportunities between schools and the 
compensatory effect of civic education for parental civic socialization at 
home. The small number of findings that show that centralization is, in fact, 
also associated with more CPE can perhaps be explained by the fact that 
better performing schools may be better able to implement centralized rules 
and regulations in an effective manner than schools performing less well.
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The centralization of content aspect of centralization only measures 
centralization if it is implemented. In practice, centralized guidelines and 
regulations are not always implemented. Moreover, there can be great 
variety in how centralized guidelines and regulations are interpreted and 
implemented. This disparity may have led to bias in the results. In future 
studies, it may be more informative to focus exclusively on measures of 
implementation of centralization to avoid this bias. 

A final note on centralization is that it can refer to both national and regional 
guidelines and regulations. Building on the theory in this chapter, national 
centralization may imply lower variation in guidelines and regulations than 
regional centralization. Consequently, national centralization may have 
more of an equalizing effect on CPE.

Because of the cross-sectional nature of the data and the limited comparative 
data on standardization of civic education that are reliable and have good 
validity, the findings of this study should be considered with caution. One 
important improvement that could be made in future research is the use of 
longitudinal data to examine whether we are dealing with a causal relation. 

Despite these limitations, this chapter provides the new insight that 
standardization of civic education is associated with the distribution of CPE 
among secondary school students. This result strengthens the case that if 
governments are interested in the civic engagement gap, the context of the 
educational system should be considered, especially because measures of 
standardization may lead to an undesirable larger gap in civic knowledge. 
The paper suggests that standardization measures might be an effective tool 
to address the civic engagement gap and warns that well-intended policy 
measures involving standardization can be harmful to democratic equality. 
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Appendix 2.1

Original (underlying) items dependent variables (Chapter 2)

CIVED 1999 ISSP 2004 EVS 2008
Interest in politics In this section there are some statements 

about the political system and your
personal view on politics in general.
Please read each statement and select the box 
in the column which corresponds
to the way you feel about the statement.
I am interested in politics 

0. don’t know (removed)
1.strongly disagree 
2. disagree 
3. agree 
4. strongly agree

How interested would you say 
you personally are in politics?

1. Very interested  
2. Fairly interested 
3. Not very interested 
4. Not at all interested 
(recoded to ascending)

How interested are you in 
politics?

1  very interested
2  somewhat interested
3  not very interested
4  not at all interested
(recoded to ascending)

Good citizen should 
always vote

An adult who is a good citizen ...
B2 votes in every election

1  not important
2 somewhat unimportant
3 somewhat important
4  very important

(z-standardized for pool of 18 countries)

As far as you are concerned 
personally on a scale of 1 to 7, 
where 1 is not at all important 
and 7 is very
important, how important is it:
Good citizen: Always vote in 
elections

1-7 not at all important-very 
important (8 can’t choose)

(z-standardized for pool of 18 
countries)

NA

Frequency discussion 
of politics

With people of your own age [peers]…

…how often do you have discussions of what 
is happening in your national [your country’s] 
politics [government]? 

…how often do you have discussions of what is 
happening in international
politics?

0 don’t know (removed)
1 never
2 rarely
3 sometimes
4 often

(Discussion of national and international 
politics combined so that the highest score 
from these two items counts for frequency of 
discussion of politics in general) 

When you get together with 
your friends, relatives or 
fellow workers, how often do 
you discuss
politics?

1. Often 
2. Sometimes 
3. Rarely 
4. Never 

NA
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Appendix 2.2 

Factor loadings of the CPE index (Chapter 2)

Factor loadings CIVED sample 
CPE index

Factor loadings ISSP sample 
CPE index

Interest in politics .528 .712
Good citizen should always vote .271 .371
Frequency discussion of politics .506 .683
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Appendix 2.3 

Results CPE accounted for tracking before age 14 (Chapter 2)

M1 M2

Model 1a Model 1b q15 Model 1c q85 Model 2a Model 2b q15 Model 2c q85
Wave t=2
(ISSP 2004)

.111*
[.053]

-.064
[.083]

.334***
[.056]

-1.321***
[.096]

-1.775***
[.102]

-.634***

[.106]
Female -.127***

[.014]
-.091*** 

[.019]
-.154***

[.016]
-.131***

[.014]
-.104*** 

[.016]
-.163***

 [.016]
Age .008†

[.004]
.018*
[.007]

-.006
[.004]

.010 *
[.004]

.021***
[.004]

-.004
[.005]

SES .175***
[.007

.185***
[.010]

.158***
[.008]

.166*** 
[.007]

.172   *** 
[.008]

.149***

[.008]
Years tracked -.052***

[.007]
-.061***

[.010]
-.039***

[.008]
.056*** 

[.009]
 .068*** 

[.010]
.031**
[.011]

Percentage in tertiary 
education

.020***
[.001]

.023***
[.001]

.014***
[.001]

Constant -.106
[.065]

-.927***
[.113] 

.715***
[.067]

-.053
[.065]

-1.071*** 
[.080]

.591*** 
[.089]

N country 18 18 18 18 18 18

N 49224 49224 49224 49224 49224 49224
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Appendix 2.4

Results CPE for smaller age range adult sample (Chapter 2)

M1 M2

Model 1a Model 1b q15 Model 1c q85 Model 2a Model 2b q15 Model 2c q85

Wave t=2
(ISSP 2004)

.433***
[.016]

.262*
[.132]

.566***
[.127]

-1.227***
[.186]

-1.525***
[.198]

-.797***
[.208]

Female -.096***
[.020]

-.037
[.024]

-.152***
[.026]

-.095***
[.020]

-.060**
[.021]

-.130***
[.024]

Age .010
[.011]

.034*
[.014]

-.009
[.014]

.011
[.011]

.039  ***
[.011]

-.016
[.014]

SES .180***
[.010]

.184***
[.012]

.152***
[.013]

.176  ***
[.010]

.165***
[.011]

.157***
[.012]

Years tracked -.146***
[.020]

-.185***
[.027]

-.107***
[.023]

.054*
[.127]

.026
[.029]

.064†
[.034]

Percentage in tertiary 
education

.017***
[.002]

.018***
[.002]

.015***
[.002]

Constant -.107
[.162]

-1.207***
[.209]

.720 ** 
[.212]

-.129
[.161]

-1.229***
[.169]

.795***
[.215]

N country 18 18 18 18 18 18

N 47585 47585 47585 47585 47585 47585

Note: for the second wave this analysis only takes people aged 19-24 (compared to 19-29 in the main analysis).
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Appendix 3.1 

Underlying items citizenship variables (Chapter 3, translated from Dutch)

Civic knowledge 
a. Acting democratically; What do you know about democracy?

Laws…
  Are rules about what is and what isn’t allowed in a country
  Are made by the police
  Are only valid when all residents of a country agree on it

It’s important to have multiple political parties because…
   It implies that there aren’t that many demonstrations or 

strikes
  It implies that more people have jobs
  It implies that people can choose which party they prefer

In the Netherlands various newspapers and television channels exist. 
This is important because…

  More journalists have jobs
  We are able to get a diversity of information
  We get to know more about the people who rule the country

A country is called ‘undemocratic’ when…
  The political parties criticize one another
  People have to pay high taxes
  People are not allowed to criticize the government

Your teacher is looking for five students to organize the school party. 
What is a democratic way to choose these students?

  The teacher picks five students who are good in organizing
  The teacher points at five students with closed eyes
   The teacher makes the class vote about who gets to organize 

the party
All children are entitled to…

  Allowance 
  Choosing where to live
  Education

A group of children wants to have a playground in their street. What 
would be a democratic way to achieve this?

  Collect signatures and present them to the municipality
  Find a place to play themselves
  Sit in the garden of the mayor until he gives in
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Your class gets the chance to make a plan for your school trip. The 
teacher asks you to ensure the discussion occurs in a democratic 
way. What do you pay attention to? I pay attention to…

  Everyone gets a chance to speak up
  My friends are happy
  They choose something that I like

b.  Acting in a socially responsible manner; What do you know about rules for 
living together?

Why is prohibited to smoke in the bus or train?
  It’s bad for your health
  It bothers other people 
  It will cause a mess (ash and butts) on the floor

 You discover that your bicycle has been stolen. What’s the best way 
to act now?

  Call the emergency number 112
  Go to the police
  Nothing, you just had some bad luck

In a sports game the referee makes a wrong decision that 
disadvantages your team. What should you  do in this situation?

  Protest at the referee
  Call in the coach of your team
  Continue the game, because the referee decides

 You were angry and called names at your neighbor. What’s the best 
thing to do now?

  Ask your parents to make up with the neighbor
  Apologize to the neighbor
  Just act friendly again and don’t talk about it

By accident you’ve damaged your class mate’s bicycle. Nobody saw 
what happened. What’s the best thing to do now?

  Try to fix it a little yourself
  Tell your class mate what happened
  Ask others if your class mate minds damage

You return from school tired and you are in a full bus near the 
entrance. An old man gets on the bus. What are you supposed to do?

  Stand up and offer your seat
  Wait until someone stands up for the man
  First make sure the man really isn’t strong enough to stand
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Civic Attitude
How well does this apply to you? 1. Doesn’t apply to me at al. 2. Doesn’t 
really apply to me. 3. Applies to me somewhat. 4. Applies to me a lot

a. Acting in a socially responsible manner
• People who earn enough should collectively take care for less 

advantaged people.
• If a class member is cursed at in the street, I want to stand up for 

him/her.
• When I’ve had a picnic in the park with friends, it’s normal we 

clean up after us.
• One should say sorry when he/she did something that made 

someone sad.
• It’s normal to contribute to the housekeeping (for example doing 

the dishes, set the table, tidy up, cleaning).
• When a class member is ill for a long time I think someone from 

the class should pay him/her a visit.

b. Acting democratically
• People should listen to one another carefully, even though they 

disagree.
• If someone in my class disagrees, he/she should get the chance 

to explain why.
• In a discussion everyone should have the chance to say 

something.
• I want to talk to others about what is happening in the world.
• If we discuss an issue from the news in class I also want to say 

something about it.
• To me it’s important that children and youth are committed to a 

just world.
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Appendix 3.2 

Underlying items academic self-efficacy scale (Chapter 3)

1 = Not at all true, 2= A little true  3 = Somewhat true, 4= Quite true, and 5 = 
Very true

1. I’m certain I can master the skills taught in class this year
2. I’m certain I can figure out how to do the most difficult class work. 
3. I can do almost all the work in class if I don’t give up. 
4. Even if the work is hard, I can learn it. 
5. I can do even the hardest work in this class if I try.
6. I can do all the work in school well if I get enough time.
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Appendix 3.3 

Results classroom composition (Chapter 3) 
Classroom composition SES
Table A3.1 presents the models in which the relationships between track 
placement and classroom composition in term of SES and literacy skills 
are examined. Model 1 shows that the classroom mean of parents’ highest 
education (SES) is lowest in the practical pre-vocational track (-0.222, 
p<.01), followed by the theoretical pre-vocational track (the reference 
category), the general track (0.132, p<.01), and highest in the academic 
track (0.154, p<.001). When the control variables are included in model 2 
however, classroom mean SES only differs significantly from the reference 
group for students that end up in the practical pre-vocational track (-0.094, 
p<.05). This means that the significant effects of students who end up 
going to the general and academic track in grade nine on mean classroom 
SES found in model 1 are spurious and can be explained by differences the 
control variables that have significant effects.

Model 1 further shows that compared with grade six, being in grade nine 
is associated with a lower classroom mean SES of -0.013 (p<.001) for 
the reference group. Compared with the reference group, students in the 
practical pre-vocational track show a stronger decline in classroom mean 
SES with -0.013-0.187=-0.2 (p<.001). For students in the general track and 
academic track the classroom mean SES increases between grade six and 
9 with respectively -0.013+0.183=0.17 (p<.001) and -0.013+0.410=0.397 
(p<.001). The pattern of students in higher tracks being in classrooms with 
a higher mean in parents’ education is thus strengthened in grade nine 
compared with grade six. 

In model 2 there is no longer a significant effect of being in grade nine for 
students that end up in the theoretical pre-vocational track (reference group) 
however. Compared with the reference group, classroom mean SES decreases 
between grade six and 9 for students in the practical pre-vocational track 
with -0.179 (<0.001) and increases for students in the general and academic 
track with respectively 0.177 and 0.410 (<p.001). These findings imply that the 
classroom mean parents’ education level increases more between grade six 
and 9 for students that enroll in a higher track.



A

169

Table A3.1. Results classroom composition

Classroom mean 
parents’ highest 

education

Classroom sd 
parents’ highest 

education

Classroom mean 
reading comprehension

Classroom sd
reading 

comprehension
m1 m2 m3 m4 m5 m6 m7 m8

Practical prevocational 
track
(Ref: theoretical prevoc.)

-.222**
(.074)

-.094*
(.047)

.053* 
(.023)

.021
(.018)

-.234***
(.050)

-.044 (.040) -.048*
(.023)

-.068** 
(.023)

General track .132**
(.044)

.045 
(.031)

-.016 
(.019)

-.001 
(.016)

.137*** 
(.038)

.001 (.032) -.035 (.021) -.019 
(.022)

Academic track .154***
(.043)

.007 
(.034)

-.020 
(.020)

.006 
(.019)

.175***
(.039)

-.124***
(.037)

.021 (.020) .056† 
(.022)

Female -.013 
(.013)

.004 
(.007)

-.024 (.015) .003 
(.008)

School located in urban 
area

-.121***
(.019)

.045*** 
(.010)

-.075**
(.024)

.018 
(.011)

Turkish/Morrocan
(Ref: Dutch)

-.186**
(.057)

.085**
(.029)

-.091† 
(.051)

-.006 
(.023)

Surinam/Antilles -.287***
(.034)

.127***
(.018)

-.099**
(.032)

-.022 
(.015)

Other Non-Western -.096**
(.034)

.063***
(.015)

-.060 (.038) .012 
(.017)

Other Western -.120***
(.034)

.025† 
(.014)

-.068†  
(.038)

.007 
(.024)

Migrant status missing -.166***
(.041)

.029 
(.028)

-.046 (.041) -.005 
(.026)

Reading comprehension .031***
(.009)

-.008†  
(.005)

.234***
(.015)

-.032*** 
(.007)

Parents’ highest 
education

.145***
(.011)

-.022*** 
(.005)

.045***
(.010)

.003 
(.005)

Academic self-efficacy -.023**
(.013)

.015** 
(.005)

-.043***
(.011)

.001 
(.006)

Religious (Ref: not 
religious)

-.036** 
(.013)

-.024*** 
(.007)

.016 (.018) -.009 
(.009)

Religious affiliation 
missing

.023 
(.033)

-.022 
(.027)

.011 (.039) -.001 
(.024)

Grade 9 -.013***
(.034)

0
(.033)

-.015 
(.016)

-.020 
(.017)

-.462***
(.055)

-.393***
(.045)

-.245***
(.023)

-.257*** 
(.022)

Grade 9* practical 
prevocational track

-.187***
(.053)

-.179***
(.053)

-.062†
(.037)

-.063† 
(.037)

-.423***
(.083)

-.407***
(.071)

.042 (.036) .042 
(.035)

Grade 9*general track .183***
(.042)

.177***
(.042)

-.056* 
(.023)

-.053* 
(.023)

.573***
(.069)

.531***
(.057)

-.127***
(.034)

-.123***
(.034)

Grade 9*academic track .410***
(.045)

.410***
(.044)

-.124*** 
(.025)

-.122*** 
(.025)

.996***
(.063)

1.002***
(.052)

-.354***
(.030)

-.357***
(.030)

Constant 2.967***
(.033)

2.761***
(.059)

.734***
(.014)

.721***
(.025)

.084**
(.028)

.169**
(.057)

.895***
(.014)

.88***
(.032)

n 2852 2852 2852 2852 2852 2852 2852 2852
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Models 3 and 4 present the results about the relationship between track 
placement and changes in the classroom standard deviation in SES. The 
results of both models are highly similar. Model 3 shows that the standard 
deviation of parents’ highest education within classrooms is higher in the 
practical pre-vocational track compared with the reference group with 0.053 
(p<.05). In model 4 this effect is no longer significant however. 

Models 3 and 4 demonstrate that the classroom SES standard deviation does 
not change significantly between grade six and 9 for the reference group. 
Compared to the reference group the classroom SES standard deviation 
reduces between grade six and 9 for students that end up in all other tracks. 
This effect is smallest for students that end up in the general track (-0.056 
at p<.05 in model 3 and -0.053 at p<.05 in model 4), followed by the practical 
pre-vocational track (-0.062 at p<.1 in model 3 and -0.063 at p<.1 in model 
4) and finally the academic track (-0.124 at p<.001 in model 2 and -0.122 
at p<.001 in model 4). These findings imply that, after tracking, classroom 
composition in terms of SES is more homogeneous for students in all tracks 
except the theoretical vocational track (reference group). 

Classroom composition literacy
Model 5 of Table A3.1 shows that, compared with the reference group, the 
classroom mean in reading comprehension is lower in the practical pre-
vocational track with -0.234 (p<.001) and higher in the general and academic 
track with respectively 0.137 (p<.001) and 0.175 (p<.001). When the control 
variables are included in model 6, however, classroom mean literacy only 
differs significantly from the reference group for students that end up in the 
academic track. Moreover, the effect of ending up in the academic track on 
classroom mean relative literacy is now negative. 

Models 5 and 6 demonstrate a decrease in classroom mean relative reading 
comprehension between grade six and 9 for the reference group (-0.462 at 
p<.001 in model 5 and -0.393 at p<.001 in model 6). This decline is stronger 
for students in the practical pre-vocational track with -0.423 (<.001) in 
model 5 and -0.407 (<.001) in model 6. For students in the general and 
academic track classroom mean in relative reading comprehension increases 
between grade six and 9 with respectively -0.393 +0.531=0.138 (p<.001) and 
-0.393+1.002=0.609 (p<.001). These findings imply that the classroom mean 
relative literacy competencies level increase more between grade six and 9 
for students that enroll in a higher track.
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Models 7 and 8 are highly similar. Therefore we will only discuss model 8 
here. Model 8 shows that compared with the reference group the standard 
deviation of reading comprehension is smaller in classrooms with more 
students that end up in the practical pre-vocational track (-0.068 at p<.01) 
and larger in classrooms with more students that end up in the academic 
track (0.056 at p<.1). 

The classroom standard deviation in reading comprehension decreases 
between grade six and 9 for the reference group with -0.257  (p<.001). This 
decline is stronger for the general and academic track with respectively 
-0.123 (p<.001) and -0.357 (p<.001). These findings indicate that classroom 
composition in terms of reading comprehension becomes more homogenous 
after tracking in these three tracks. 

Civic knowledge and civic attitudes 
In Table A3.2 the models including control variables from Table 3.4 are 
repeated after the measures of classroom composition are added. Between 
the variables of interest only a significant effect on civic engagement is 
found for classroom SES standard deviation in grade six of 1.308 (p<.1) and 
of 1.205 
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Table A3.2 Results civic knowledge including classroom composition measures

Grade 6 Grade 9 Dif-in-dif Grade 6 Grade 9 Dif-in-dif

m1 m2 m3 m4 m5 m6

Practical prevocational track
(Ref: theoretical prevoc.)

-1.126**
(.345)

-.462 
(.432)

-1.026** 
(.364)

-1.179**
(.343)

-.356
(.477)

-1.050**
(.347)

General track .044
(.208)

-.140 
(.341)

-.008 
(.244)

.061
(.209)

-.340
(.352)

.024
(.240)

Academic track .320
(.217)

-.111 
(.361)

.178
(.257)

.362
(.221)

-.340
(.380)

.262
(.239)

Female .103
(.170)

.791***
(.206)

  .439**
(.143)

.099
(.169)

.814***
(.218)

.441 **
(.147)

School located in urban area .369
(.250)

-.092 
(.253)

.058
(.187)

.576*
(.242)

-.106
(.244)

.136
(.182)

Turkish/Moroccan
(Ref: Dutch)

-.378 
(.557)

.648†
(.341)

.182
(.309)

-.377
(.549)

.699*
(.339)

.266
(.284)

Surinam/Antilles -.788† 
(.401)

-.389 
(.380)

-.534 
(.247)

-.589† 
(.350)

-.358
(.389)

-.378
(.287)

Other Non-Western -.056 
(.318)

.550†
(.321)

.321
(.288)

.045
(.325)

.688†
(.375)

.436
(.306)

Other Western .248
(.565)

.206
(.512)

.283
(.364)

.254
(.627)

.283
(.497)

.358
(.402)

Migrant status missing -1.044†  
(.541)

.795
(.782)

-.128 
(.551)

-1.005† 
(.558)

.712
(.771)

-.098
(.549)

Reading comprehension .507***
(.129)

.637***
(.157)

.569***
(.116)

.479***
(.127)

.429**
(.163)

.473***
(.103)

Classroom mean reading comprehension .251
(.341)

.673
(.528)

.397
(.274)

Classroom sd reading comprehension .280
(.487)

.632
(.978)

.294
(.339)

Parents’ highest education .018
(.116)

-.149 
(.137)

-.045 
(.101)

-.006
(.106)

-.088
(.113)

-.047
(.101)

Classroom mean parents’ education .248
(.286)

.536
(.455)

.291
(.235)

Classroom sd parents’ education 1.308† 
(.722)

.899
(.659)

1.205* 
(.480)

Academic self-efficacy .041
(.162)

.395* 
(.163)

.218*
(.107)

.039
(.156)

.434*
(.172)

.242*
(.109)

Religious (Ref: not religious) -.081 
(.158)

-.168 
(.218)

-.145 
(.152)

-.141
(.159)

-.156
(.215)

-.173
(.154)

Religious affiliation missing .615
(.546)

-1.113 
(.789)

-.246 
(.551)

.554
(.571)

-1.021
(.777)

-.272
(.543)

Grade 9 .572*
(.282)

. .777**
(.264)

Grade 9* practical prevocational track .511
(.450)

.590
(.469)

Grade 9*general track .028
(.374)

-.234
(.345)

Grade 9*academic track -.026 
(.389)

-.383
(.386)

Constant 9.746***
(1.314)

8.783***
(1.154)

9.123***
(.944)

11.212***
(.773)

10.449***
(1.109)

10.456 
(.664)

n 488 488 976 491 491 982
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Table A3.3 Results civic attitude including classroom composition measures

Grade 6 Grade 9 Dif-in-dif Grade 6 Grade 9 Dif-in-dif

m1 m2 m3 m4 m5 m6
Practical prevocational track
(Ref: theoretical prevoc.)

-.006 (.129) -.066
(.118)

-.065 (.124) -.019 
(.125)

-.025
(.109)

-.084 
(.122)

General track -.021 (.103) -.011 (.122) -.017 (.107) -.018 
(.105)

-.061
(.135)

-.014 
(.107)

Academic track -.058 (.106) .100
(.138)

-.026 (.104) -.073 
(.106)

.029 
(.162)

-.028 
(.105)

Female .342***
(.076)

.479***
(.084)

.410***
(.062)

.344***
(.076)

.492***
(.083)

.415***
(.061)

School located in urban area .161 
(.106)

.220*
(.088)

.184*
(.075)

.132
(.093)

.226**
(.086)

.167*
(.071)

Turkish/Moroccan
(Ref: Dutch)

-.392†
(.220)

.102 
(.239)

-.135
(.199)

-.417*
(.213)

.082
(.234)

-.164
(.195)

Surinam/Antilles .004 
(.151)

.345*
(.163)

.205 
(.141)

-.051 
(.136)

.346*
(.154)

.157 
(.133)

Other Non-Western .233†
(.128)

.429*
(.165)

.346**
(.125)

.210
(.126)

.429**
(.160)

.325**
(.122)

Other Western -.079 (.223) .162
(.264)

-.117
(.170)

-.218
 (.128)

-.072
(.260)

-.130
(.149)

Migrant status missing -.247 (.217) .380
(.349)

.077
(.231)

-.286
(.209)

.373
(.347)

.048 
(.227)

Reading comprehension .144**
(.048)

 .096†
(.058)

.122**
(.043)

.141**
(.049)

.049 
(.073)

.104*
(.047)

Classroom mean reading 
comprehension

.015
(.124)

.118 
(.115)

.057 
(.077)

Classroom sd reading comprehension -.127 
(.120)

.011 
(.267)

-.086
(.123)

Parents’ highest education -.061 (.047) -.054 (.055) -.061 (.041) -.038 
(.047)

-.055
(.051)

-.046 
(.038)

Classroom mean parents’ education .098
(.111)

-.015
(.096)

.074 
(.077)

Classroom sd parents’ education -.049 
(.334)

-.151 (.183) -.185 (.154)

Academic self-efficacy .402***
(.053)

.347***
(.066)

.368***
(.045)

.394***
(.052)

.352***
(.067)

.363***
(.045)

Religious (Ref: not religious) .092
(.103)

-.141† 
(.081)

-.023 (.069) .088 
(.105)

-.147†
(.081)

-.026
(.069)

Religious affiliation missing .341†
(.185)

-.480 (.371) -.072 (.245)  .359*
(.186)

-.474 
(.370)

-.054
(.241)

Grade 9 .037 
(.087)

.041
(.098)

Grade 9* practical prevocational track .075 
(.124)

.099 
(.127)

Grade 9*general track -.035 (.116) -.044 
(.123)

Grade 9*academic track .044 
(.118)

.028 
(.147)

Constant -1.813**
(.511)

-1.163*
(.460)

-1.499***
(.327)

-1.460***
(.316)

-1.302***
(.324)

-1.349***
(.255)

n 517 517 1034 521 521 1042
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(p<.05) in model 3. These findings suggests a positive relationship between 
classroom SES heterogeneity and civic engagement, the opposite of what is 
expected. Models 1-6 furthermore show no significant effects of classroom 
mean parents’ highest education, classroom mean reading comprehension 
and classroom standard deviation reading comprehension. These findings 
reject the relationships between classroom composition and civic knowledge 
that were hypothesized. In Table A3.3 the models for civic attitudes including 
the measures of classroom composition are presented. The table shows that 
the classroom mean and standard deviation of parents’ highest education 
and reading comprehension are not significantly related to civic attitudes. 
We also ran the models for civic knowledge and civic attitude including all 
classroom composition variables together. This did not change our findings 
substantially. Table A3.4 provides an overview of the findings with regard 
to the hypotheses about the relationship between classroom composition, 
tracking and CPE.

Whereas in model 6 of Table 3.4 (Chapter 3) efficacy is not significantly 
related to civic knowledge, in models 3 and 6 of Table A3.2 we find a positive 
effect of efficacy on civic knowledge. However, in our robustness check 
in which we account for attrition these effects are no longer significant. 
Besides this, adding the classroom composition measures into our models as 
control variable does not have implications with respect to the hypotheses. 

Table A3.4 Overview findings regarding classroom composition

Compared to pre-existing differences in primary education, the classroom 
average in SES and literacy skills of students educated in general and academic 
secondary education increase more than that of students enrolled in pre-
vocational education.   

Confirmed

A higher average classroom level of SES and literacy is related to a higher level of 
civic engagement.

Rejected

Compared to pre-existing differences in primary education, classroom 
composition is more homogeneous in terms of SES and literacy after tracking for 
all tracks.  

Partially confirmed
-Fully confirmed for general and 
academic education
-W.r.t. SES rejected for the theoretical 
vocational track
-W.r.t. literacy rejected for the practical 
vocational track

A more homogeneous classroom composition in terms of SES and literacy is 
positively related to a higher level of civic engagement.

Rejected
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Appendix 5.1

Underlying items (Chapter 5)

Interest in politics/social issues 
How much are you interested in the following issues? 

1. Political issues within your <local community>?
2. Pol issues in your country?
3. International politics?
4. European politics?
5. Social issues in your country?
6. Social issues in other countries?

Civic participation in the community 
Have you ever been involved in activities of any of the following organizations, 
clubs, or groups? 

1. Youth organization affiliated with a political party or union.
2. Environmental organization.
3. Human rights organization.
4. A voluntary group doing something to help the community.
5. An organization collecting money for a social cause.
6. A group of young people campaigning for an issue.

Categories parents’ interest in social and political issues 
0=not interested at all 
1=not very interested 
2=quite interested 
3=very interested





EN

English summary



178 | English summary

Education systems and inequality of civic and political 
engagement

In this dissertation I examine whether a relationship exists between features 
of the education system and (inequality of) civic and political engagement 
(CPE). Amongst scholars it is hardly disputed that educational attainment 
and the level of civic and political engagement are tightly linked. A wide 
array of other features of education, such as classroom climate and exposure 
to certain learning experiences, have also been empirically linked to “civic 
outcomes” of education. Characteristics of the education system, however, 
have been understudied in this context. Vice versa, civic outcomes of 
education have largely been overlooked in research on the impact of the 
education system on educational effectiveness. This is unfortunate because 
next to increasing students’ cognitive skills and preparing students for the 
labor market, preparing students for participation in democracy is one of the 
core tasks of education within a democracy. This is called the socialization 
function of education. 

Two features of the education system are examined that have been found to  
be associated with differential outcomes of education in particular: 1. 
curricular tracking and 2. standardization. Curricular tracking entails 
the sorting of students into different curricula based on their cognitive 
skills, prior achievement, and motivation. Usually, a distinction is made 
between (pre-)vocational education and general or (pre-)academic 
types of education. General and academic education prepares students 
for higher education, while vocational education prepares students for 
work in occupational fields. Standardization of education refers to “the 
degree to which the quality of education meets the same standards 
nationwide”(Allmendinger, 1989, p. 233). It can be distinguished into 
centralization and accountability. Centralization refers to the “strength of 
central regulations on school processes” (Horn, 2009). Some examples 
of measures of centralization are ministerial laws and decrees regarding 
education, national curriculum manuals, and competence frameworks. 
Accountability concerns the degree to which actors in education (students, 
teachers, school management and the government) are held accountable for 
their performance. External school inspections and central (exit) exams are 
some examples of institutional accountability characteristics of education. 
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This dissertation examines the effectiveness of education in terms of 
preparing citizens for participation in democracy. No consensus exists 
on what this preparation should entail because this is a political matter. 
Therefore, a wide scope of the dimensions of CPE is purposefully taken in this 
dissertation. The measures of CPE that are used encompass the cognitive, 
attitudinal, and behavioral dimensions of citizenship and represent multiple 
political philosophical definitions of citizenship (e.g. liberal and republican 
citizenship). Some examples of CPE that are observed are civic knowledge, 
interest in politics, and the intention to vote. Civic and political engagement 
is observed both in terms of efficiency (i.e., the degree of civic and 
political engagement) and in terms of equality (i.e., how civic and political 
engagement is distributed). However, following Miller’s principles of social 
justice in the emphasis is on the latter (Miller, 1999). After all it is unfair to 
have a democracy with “second class” citizens.

The relation between curricular tracking and CPE is examined in one 
comparative study involving 25 countries (Chapter 2) and two country case 
studies on the Netherlands that focus on two different age groups (Chapters 
3 and 4). The impact of tracking is measured in three different ways: 1. the 
impact of the number of years of tracking in an education system (Chapter 
2), 2. the impact of enrollment in a particular track (Chapter 3), and 3. the 
impact of transitions between vocational and general education (Chapter 
4). Besides the impact of tracking on CPE, some possible underlying 
mechanisms for this impact are also tested empirically. It is examined 
whether the impact of tracking is mediated by students’ literacy, students’ 
academic self-efficacy (micro-mechanisms), and enrollment rates in higher 
education (macro-mechanism). 

Chapter 2 shows that when students are tracked longer in secondary 
education, aggregate CPE is reduced, particularly for the lower part of 
the CPE distribution. Thus, in education systems with a longer tracked 
curriculum, both the average CPE is reduced and the inequality in CPE is 
magnified. The findings moreover indicate that a ‘track effect’ on CPE is 
more noticeable after the age of 14 than before. Chapter 2 also demonstrates 
that the negative effect of tracking is mediated by enrollment rates in higher 
education. It is well known that early-tracking systems have more barriers 
and educational dead-ends regarding higher education and that tertiary 
education participation rates are lower in these education systems. The 
findings thus suggest that tracking is harms CPE particularly because it 
reduces enrollment in higher education.
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Chapter 3 examines whether the allocation of students into curricular tracks 
in lower secondary education affects the development of students’ civic 
engagement. A clear pattern is found that enrollment in a “higher”, more 
theoretical track undermines the development of academic self-efficacy26 
which, in turn, undermines civic engagement (N.B. civic attitudes). The 
findings also indicate that students who enroll in a higher track develop 
more literacy skills than students who enroll in the pre-vocational track, 
which benefits the development of civic engagement (N.B. civic knowledge). 
However, despite evidence for these underlying mechanisms for the impact 
of tracking on civic engagement, the findings do not demonstrate that there 
is an overall “track effect” on civic engagement. There are two possible 
explanations for this finding. First, it is possible that underlying mechanisms 
of the relationship between tracking and civic engagement balance each 
other out. After all the impact of track placement on civic engagement 
through self-efficacy works to the advantage of the civic engagement of 
students in pre-vocational education whereas the impact of track placement 
on civic engagement through literacy skills benefits the civic engagement of 
students in general/academic education. Second, the lack of a “track effect” 
on civic engagement may be explained by selection of students with certain 
characteristics that are related to civic engagement into certain tracks 
(“selection effect”). This second possible explanation suggests that the civic 
engagement gap between students in pre-vocational and theoretical tracks 
is explained by differences in the students’ background characteristics that 
were already present before tracking occurred. 

After examining the development of civic engagement from primary school 
to lower secondary education in Chapter 3, Chapter 4 focuses on political 
attitudes of older students in secondary and tertiary education (age 14 and 
above). The results provide substantial evidence that people in general/
academic education develop more interest in politics and generalized trust 
than do people in (pre-)vocational education or outside the education 
system. This finding implies that the allocation of students into different 
types of education increases the pre-existing differences in these attitudes 
amongst social groups. However, regarding the intention to vote, trust in 
institutions, and ethnic tolerance, significant support for a relationship with 
the type of education was not found. 

26 This finding is consistent with the “big fish little pond” hypothesis and suggests that students compare their 
academic achievements to students within their track (their classmates) rather than to students from other tracks 
(Marsh et al., 2008). 
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While Chapters 2-4 provide some evidence that tracking magnifies 
inequalities in civic and political engagement between educational groups, 
the evidence is mixed. The mixed findings emphasize the importance of 
distinguishing between the various types of CPE. Moreover, they suggest that 
perhaps the influence of curricular tracking on students’ CPE becomes more 
apparent after early adolescence. This is in line with the “impressionable 
years” hypothesis (Alwin et al., 1991; Sears and Levy, 2003) which claims 
that civic and political predispositions are acquired during late adolescence 
and early adulthood and remain highly stable after this.

In contrast to Chapters 2-4, Chapter 5 focuses on the relationship between 
standardization and CPE. In this chapter the relation between centralization 
and accountability measures and inequality of CPE is examined in 24 
countries. The study provides evidence that centralization of civic education 
is mostly associated with less social background inequality in students’ CPE, 
notably in terms of participation in the community. This finding suggests 
that centralizing civic education leads to more homogeneous civic education 
teaching and learning, which has a compensatory effect on students’ civic 
learning. Evidence for a direct negative relation between centralization and 
CPE is also found. Hence, although the findings illustrate that centralization 
of civic education may be beneficial for closing the civic engagement 
gap, they also suggest that it may sometimes harm overall levels of CPE. 
Regarding accountability, the results show that external school evaluations 
are associated with more social background inequality in the cognitive 
dimension of civic engagement. This finding supports the idea that external 
school evaluations serve as an incentive to perform for schools to the benefit 
of students with a more advantageous social background. 

zThis dissertation demonstrates that education systems matter for the 
development of students’ CPE. The findings underline that, on the one hand, 
the education system needs to be acknowledged as a context in which young 
people’s CPE develops. On the other hand, they urge that civic outcomes 
of education need to be acknowledged within the field of educational 
effectiveness. Regarding tracking, the findings call for a more thorough 
examination of the role that higher education participation plays in the long-
term effect of tracking on CPE. The finding that curricular tracking reduces 
both overall levels of CPE and equality of CPE through higher education 
enrollment rates indicates that, possibly, the civic engagement gap can be 
addressed by making higher education more accessible. Furthermore, it is 
important to increase our understanding of what happens in schools and 
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classrooms as well as in the home environment that leads to differential 
civic learning for students from different tracks. More generally the findings 
show that it is important to keep the socialization function of education in 
mind in debates about selection policies in education systems. Research 
shows that tracking increases social inequality in educational achievement 
without clear evidence that it benefits efficient learning. The findings from 
this dissertation add that curricular tracking might be harmful to promoting 
democracy and democratic equality. 

Regarding standardization and civic outcomes of education, little research 
has been done thus far. More empirical evidence is needed to make any 
substantial claims about the relationship between standardization (of 
civic education) and CPE. The findings in this dissertation suggest that 
centralization of civic education may not be a favorable policy tool for 
addressing the civic engagement gap; although centralization of civic 
education may benefit equality of CPE it may also negatively affect CPE for 
all. The findings in this dissertation regarding accountability do not call for 
more accountability of civic education either, because this may increase the 
civic engagement gap.  
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Onderwijssystemen en ongelijkheid in maatschappelijke en 
politieke betrokkenheid

In dit proefschrift bestudeer ik de relatie tussen kenmerken van het 
onderwijssysteem en (ongelijkheid in) maatschappelijke en politieke 
betrokkenheid. Het is een bekend gegeven dat er een sterke samenhang 
bestaat tussen opleidingsniveau en maatschappelijke en politieke 
betrokkenheid. Er is ook empirisch bewijs dat verschillende andere 
kenmerken van het onderwijs, zoals het klasklimaat en bepaalde 
leerervaringen, samenhangen met ‘burgerschapsuitkomsten’ van het 
onderwijs. Kenmerken van het onderwijssysteem zijn hierbij echter nog 
maar weinig onderzocht. Ook wordt er in onderzoek naar de effectiviteit van 
het onderwijs nauwelijks gekeken naar burgerschapsuitkomsten van het 
onderwijs. Dit is onwenselijk aangezien naast het bijbrengen van cognitieve 
vaardigheden en de voorbereiding van studenten op de arbeidsmarkt, de 
voorbereiding op deelname aan de democratie één van de kerntaken is van 
het onderwijs in een democratie. Dit wordt de socialisatiefunctie van het 
onderwijs genoemd. 

Twee kenmerken van het onderwijssysteem waarvan is vastgesteld dat ze 
van invloed zijn op differentiële onderwijsuitkomsten staan centraal in dit 
proefschrift: 1. differentiatie en 2. standaardisatie. Differentiatie verwijst 
naar de indeling van leerlingen in verschillende onderwijstypen met een 
eigen curriculum op basis van hun cognitieve vaardigheden, eerdere 
prestaties en motivatie. Vaak kan een onderscheid gemaakt worden tussen 
(voorbereidend) beroepsonderwijs en algemeen of (voorbereidend) 
academisch onderwijs. Standaardisatie gaat over de mate waarin voor de 
kwaliteit van het onderwijs landelijk dezelfde standaard wordt nagestreefd 
(Allmendinger, 1989, p.233). Standaardisatie kan onderverdeeld worden 
in centralisatie en verantwoording. Centralisatie verwijst naar de mate 
waarin er centrale regelingen voor het te geven onderwijs bestaan (Horn, 
2009). Enkele voorbeelden van centralisatie zijn wetten en regelingen voor 
het onderwijs, voorschriften voor het landelijke curriculum en eindtermen. 
Verantwoording gaat over de mate waarin actoren in het onderwijs 
(scholieren, docenten, schoolleiding en overheid) verantwoordelijk worden 
gehouden voor hun prestaties. Externe schoolinspecties en centrale (eind)
examens zijn een paar voorbeelden van institutionele kenmerken van 
verantwoording binnen het onderwijs. 
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Aangezien er geen overeenstemming bestaat over hoe scholieren 
voorbereid zouden moeten worden op deelname aan de democratie omdat 
dit een politieke kwestie is, is er in dit proefschrift bewust gekozen voor 
een brede benadering van maatschappelijke en politieke betrokkenheid. De 
soorten maatschappelijke en politieke betrokkenheid die aan bod komen 
beslaan de cognitieve-, houdings- en gedragsdimensie van burgerschap 
en vertegenwoordigen meerdere politiek filosofische definities van 
burgerschap (bijv. liberaal en republikeins burgerschap). Een aantal 
voorbeelden van maatschappelijke en politieke betrokkenheid die worden 
bestudeerd in dit proefschrift zijn burgerschapskennis, interesse in 
politiek en de stemintentie. Er wordt zowel gekeken naar de efficiëntie 
van maatschappelijke en politieke betrokkenheid (i.e., de mate van de 
totale maatschappelijke en politieke betrokkenheid) en de (on)gelijkheid 
van maatschappelijke en politieke betrokkenheid (i.e., de verdeling van 
maatschappelijke en politieke betrokkenheid). Rekening houdend met de 
‘principes van sociale rechtvaardigheid’ van Miller (1999) ligt de nadruk 
echter op (on)gelijkheid  van maatschappelijke en politieke betrokkenheid. 
In een democratie hebben alle burgers immers dezelfde rechten en plichten 
en is het onrechtvaardig om ‘tweederangs’ burgers te hebben.

De relatie tussen differentiatie en maatschappelijke en politieke 
betrokkenheid is onderzocht in één internationaal vergelijkend onderzoek 
(hoofdstuk 2) en twee onderzoeken met data over het Nederlandse 
onderwijssysteem (hoofdstukken 3 en 4). De invloed van differentiatie 
is op drie manieren gemeten: 1. de invloed van het aantal jaren van 
gedifferentieerd onderwijs (hoofdstuk 2), 2. de invloed van het volgen van 
onderwijs in een bepaald onderwijstype (hoofdstuk 3), en 3. de invloed van 
transities tussen algemeen/academisch en beroepsonderwijs (hoofdstuk 
4). Enkele mogelijke onderliggende mechanismen voor de invloed van 
differentiatie op maatschappelijke en politieke betrokkenheid worden ook 
empirisch getoetst. Zo wordt er onderzocht of de invloed van differentiatie op 
maatschappelijke en politieke betrokkenheid verloopt via de taalvaardigheid 
en de academische zelfeffectiviteit van studenten (micro-mechanismen) en 
deelname aan het hoger onderwijs (macro-mechanisme).

Hoofdstuk 2 laat zien dat als studenten langer ingedeeld zijn in verschillende 
onderwijstypen in het voortgezet onderwijs, de geaggregeerde 
maatschappelijke en politieke betrokkenheid lager is, vooral voor de 
onderkant van de verdeling van de betrokkenheid. In andere woorden, in 
onderwijssystemen met een curriculum dat langer differentieert neemt 
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het gemiddelde niveau van maatschappelijke en politieke betrokkenheid af 
en neemt de ongelijkheid in maatschappelijke en politieke betrokkenheid 
toe. De resultaten laten bovendien zien dat het effect van differentiatie 
op maatschappelijke en politieke betrokkenheid duidelijker wordt na de 
leeftijd van 14 jaar. Hoofdstuk 2 laat ook zien dat het negatieve effect 
van differentiatie op maatschappelijke en politieke betrokkenheid toe te 
schrijven is aan de geaggregeerde deelname aan het tertiair onderwijs. In 
onderwijssystemen waar scholieren op jonge leeftijd ingedeeld worden 
in verschillende onderwijstypen is de drempel voor doorstroming naar het 
hoger onderwijs relatief hoog en is de deelname aan het hoger onderwijs 
relatief laag. De bevindingen in hoofdstuk 2 lijken dus aan te tonen dat 
differentiatie een nadelig effect heeft op maatschappelijke en politieke 
betrokkenheid vanwege de invloed die het heeft op deelname aan het hoger 
onderwijs. 

In hoofdstuk 3 wordt onderzocht of de indeling van studenten in verschillende 
onderwijstypen in het lager secundair onderwijs van invloed is op de 
ontwikkeling van de maatschappelijke betrokkenheid van scholieren. De 
resultaten laten duidelijk zien dat scholieren uit ‘hogere’, meer theoretisch 
gerichte onderwijstypen minder academische zelfeffectiviteit ontwikkelen en 
dat dit de ontwikkeling van maatschappelijke betrokkenheid in de weg staat; 
met name de ontwikkeling van sociale attitudes. De resultaten tonen ook aan 
dat het volgen van een meer theoretisch onderwijstype de taalvaardigheid 
meer bevordert dan het volgen van een minder theoretische leerweg en dat 
dit de ontwikkeling van maatschappelijke betrokkenheid stimuleert; met 
name burgerschapskennis. Ondanks bovengenoemde bevindingen laten de 
resultaten niet zien dat deelname aan een bepaald onderwijstype van invloed 
is op de mate van de maatschappelijke betrokkenheid. Hiervoor worden 
twee mogelijke verklaringen gegeven. Ten eerste is het mogelijk dat de twee 
onderliggende mechanismen voor de relatie tussen het gevolgde onderwijstype 
en maatschappelijke betrokkenheid tegen elkaar opwegen. Het is immers zo 
dat op de invloed van de gevolgde leerweg op maatschappelijke betrokkenheid 
via zelfeffectiviteit ten gunste komt van de maatschappelijke betrokkenheid 
van scholieren in het vmbo terwijl de invloed van de gevolgde leerweg op 
maatschappelijke betrokkenheid via taalvaardigheid in het voordeel is van de 
maatschappelijke betrokkenheid van leerlingen in havo en vwo. Ten tweede 
kan de verwerping van een effect van differentiatie op maatschappelijke 
betrokkenheid mogelijk verklaard worden door selectie; scholieren 
met bepaalde eigenschappen die samenhangen met maatschappelijke 
betrokkenheid worden geselecteerd in bepaalde onderwijstypen. Deze tweede 
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verklaring suggereert dat de kloof in maatschappelijke betrokkenheid die 
bestaat tussen scholieren uit verschillende onderwijstypen een gevolg is van 
verschillen tussen scholieren die er al waren voordat ze instroomden in het 
vmbo, de havo of het vwo.

In tegenstelling tot hoofdstuk 3 waarin de ontwikkeling van maatschappelijke 
betrokkenheid tussen groep acht en de derde klas wordt bestudeerd, gaat 
hoofdstuk 4 over politieke attitudes van oudere scholieren/studenten in 
het voortgezet en hoger onderwijs (14 jaar en ouder). De resultaten laten 
duidelijk zien dat studenten in het algemeen/academisch onderwijs meer 
interesse in politiek en vertrouwen in anderen ontwikkelen dan studenten in 
het beroepsonderwijs of mensen die geen onderwijs volgen. Deze bevinding 
impliceert dat het onderwijsdifferentiatie bestaande verschillen tussen 
sociale groepen in deze attitudes vergroot. Er wordt echter geen relatie 
gevonden tussen onderwijstype en stemintentie, vertrouwen in instituties 
en etnische tolerantie. 

Samenvattend laten hoofdstukken 2-4 zien dat onderwijsdifferentiatie 
bestaande ongelijkheden in maatschappelijke en politieke betrokkenheid 
soms vergroot en soms niet. De tegenstrijdige bevindingen betekenen dat 
het belangrijk is om onderscheid te maken tussen verschillende dimensies 
van maatschappelijke en politieke betrokkenheid. Daarnaast laten ze zien 
dat de invloed van onderwijsdifferentiatie op maatschappelijke en politieke 
betrokkenheid mogelijk pas zichtbaar wordt na de vroege adolescentie. Dit 
past bij de hypothese van de ‘gevoelige jaren’ die stelt dat maatschappelijke 
en politieke voorkeuren opgedaan worden in de late adolescentie en jonge 
volwassenheid en hierna grotendeels stabiel blijven (Alwin et al., 1991; 
Sears en Levy, 2003). 

In tegenstelling tot hoofdstukken 2-4 waar onderwijsdifferentiatie centraal 
staat richt hoofdstuk 5 zich op standaardisatie. In dit hoofdstuk wordt de 
relatie tussen centralisatie en verantwoording van burgerschapsonderwijs 
en ongelijkheid in maatschappelijke en politieke betrokkenheid onderzocht. 
De bevindingen laten zien dat centralisatie van burgerschapsonderwijs 
vooral samenhangt met minder ongelijkheid in de maatschappelijke 
en politieke betrokkenheid van leerlingen naar sociale achtergrond, 
vooral op het gebied van participatie in de gemeenschap. Het lijkt er 
dus op dat centralisatie van burgerschapsonderwijs tot een homogener 
burgerschapsonderwijs leidt waardoor de verschillen in wat er geleerd wordt 
kleiner zijn. De bevindingen laten ook een direct negatief verband zien tussen 
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centralisatie en maatschappelijke en politieke betrokkenheid. Alhoewel het 
onderzoek laat zien dat centralisatie van burgerschapsonderwijs mogelijk 
bijdraagt aan het verkleinen van de sociale kloof in maatschappelijke en 
politieke betrokkenheid kan het dus ook een negatieve invloed hebben op 
het gemiddelde niveau van maatschappelijke en politieke betrokkenheid. 
De resultaten met betrekking tot verantwoording laten zien dat externe 
schoolevaluaties samenhangen met meer sociale ongelijkheid in de 
cognitieve dimensie van maatschappelijke en politieke betrokkenheid. 
Het lijkt er dus op dat externe schoolevaluaties scholen stimuleren om te 
presteren in het voordeel van leerlingen uit een hoger sociaaleconomisch 
milieu. 

De bevindingen uit dit proefschrift laten zien dat het onderwijssysteem 
van invloed is op de ontwikkeling van maatschappelijke en politieke 
betrokkenheid. Hieruit blijkt dat dat het aan de ene kant belangrijk is om te 
onderkennen dat het onderwijssysteem een invloedrijke context is waarin de 
maatschappelijke en politieke betrokkenheid van de jeugd zich ontwikkelt. 
Aan de andere kant is het belangrijk dat onderzoek naar effectiviteit van 
het onderwijs meer rekening houdt met burgerschapsuitkomsten van het 
onderwijs. Met betrekking tot differentiatie vragen de bevindingen om een 
uitgebreidere bestudering van de rol die het hoger onderwijs speelt in het 
effect op lange termijn van differentiatie op maatschappelijke en politieke 
betrokkenheid. De bevinding dat differentiatie zowel het gemiddelde niveau 
als gelijkheid in maatschappelijke en politieke betrokkenheid verkleint 
doordat het consequenties heeft voor deelname aan het hoger onderwijs 
laat zien dat de sociale kloof in maatschappelijke en politieke betrokkenheid 
mogelijk aangepakt kan worden door het hogere onderwijs toegankelijker 
te maken. Daarnaast is het belangrijk om meer kennis te verkrijgen over 
wat er op scholen, in klaslokalen en in het thuismilieu gebeurt waardoor 
leerlingen in de diverse onderwijstypen verschillen in de ontwikkeling 
van hun maatschappelijke en politieke betrokkenheid. Ten slotte tonen 
de bevindingen aan dat het belangrijk is om de socialisatiefunctie van 
het onderwijs in beschouwing te nemen bij debatten over selectie in het 
onderwijssysteem. Onderzoek laat zien dat onderwijsdifferentiatie de 
ongelijkheid van onderwijsprestaties vergroot zonder dat er overtuigend 
bewijs is dat het ten goede komt van de totale leerprestaties. Daar komt nog 
bij, zoals blijkt uit de resultaten in dit proefschrift, dat differentiatie mogelijk 
schadelijk is voor democratische gelijkheid. 
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Er is nog maar weinig bekend over de relatie tussen standaardisatie en 
maatschappelijke en politieke betrokkenheid. Voordat er goed onderbouwde 
aanbevelingen gedaan kunnen worden op dit gebied is er dan ook meer 
empirisch bewijs nodig. De bevindingen uit dit proefschrift wekken de 
indruk dat centralisatie geen geschikt beleidsmiddel is om de sociale kloof 
in maatschappelijk en politieke betrokkenheid aan te pakken; alhoewel 
centralisatie van burgerschapsonderwijs mogelijk kan bijdragen aan meer 
gelijkheid in maatschappelijke en politieke betrokkenheid kan het mogelijk 
ook in het nadeel werken van de gemiddelde maatschappelijke en politieke 
betrokkenheid. De resultaten uit dit proefschrift pleiten ook niet voor meer 
verantwoordingsregels in het burgerschapsonderwijs omdat dit de sociale 
kloof in maatschappelijke en politieke betrokkenheid zou kunnen vergroten. 
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