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1. Introduction
In Quebec, as in other developed societies, mass higher
education has intensified since the 1980s. According
to Savard and Bouthaïm (2006) and the Ministry of
Higher Education, Research and Science (Ministère de
l’Enseignement Supérieur, de la Recherche et de la
Science, 2015), the rate of access to General and
Vocational College (CEGEP), the first level of higher education and known in French as Collège d’enseignement
général et professionnel (the equivalent of tertiarytype B education in OECD nomenclature), increased
from 39.3% in 1975–1976 to 53.3% in 1985–1986, and
to 60.8% in 1990–1991, before stabilizing around 60%
thereafter. The situation is more or less similar in university, where the rate of enrollment in a bachelor’s degree
program increased from 29% in 1984 to 36.7% in 2011
(Ministère de l’Éducation, 1999; Ministère de l’Éducation,
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du Loisir et du Sport, 2014). In other words, nearly
two out of three students pursue higher education and
one goes on to university. Despite this popularization,
studies have shown that social inequalities in terms of
access to this level of education persist (Chenard &
Doray, 2013; Dandurand, 1986, 1991; Sylvain, Laforce, &
Trottier, 1985). These inequalities have been attributed
to differences in educational aspirations, which are themselves associated with the social and ethnic origin of students. According to Dandurand (1991), it is a “partial democratization”, because gaps remain persistent between
the French-speaking majority and the English-speaking
or other-mother-tongue minorities, between men and
women, as well as between young people of workingclass origin and their peers from wealthy families. Recently, Chenard and Doray (2013) have pointed out that
even though the popularization of higher education in
Quebec is steadily increasing, it remains an area of social
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reproduction, especially in university, where the effects
of culture and family income are combined with the effects of academic pathways and experience.
In general, Quebec studies on inequalities in higher
education have shown that these are the result of differences in academic pathways in high school taken by
different social groups, which are attributable to power
relations between social classes, genders and ethnicity
(Dandurand, 1986, 1991). The resulting explanations are
thus in line with the theory of social reproduction established by Bourdieu and Passeron (1970).
Although the explanatory scope of this theory is undeniable, we consider that it is limited. It would be as
if the school system and the public policies that structure it were socially neutral. However, as Whelan, Nolan,
Esping-Andersen, Maitre and Sander (2012) point out,
the persistence of the reproduction of inequalities observed across several societies is strongly anchored in the
evolution of public policies and the functioning of social
institutions, educational systems in particular. As a result,
the production of social inequalities stems from both
the responsibilities assumed by the state and by families
(Motel-Klingebiel, Tesch-Roemer, & Von Kondratowitz,
2005).
The purpose of this article is to show that the persistence of unequal access to higher education in Quebec is
dependent on public education policies via the structure
of the education market. Paradoxically, the choice to introduce market practices in education was made in the
name of fairness and educational democratization. Before illustrating this point with data, it would be useful
to clarify the concept of education market and to give a
brief overview of the writings on its links with academic
(in)equality.
2. Education Markets and the Democratization of
Education: Convergence or Divergence?
The recent evolution of education systems in several developed countries has been characterized by increased
competition between schools, stimulated by the expansion of parents’ freedom to choose schools for their children, as well as the possibility for schools to select or
classify students. This dynamic of choice and competition has given rise to what has been termed an “education market” (Felouzis & Perroton, 2007; Felouzis, Maroy,
& van Zanten, 2013; Teelken, 1999; van Zanten, 2006,
2009). Whether between parents or between schools,
competition is based on the search for better quality of
student training (Falabella, 2014). Parents find a good
school for their children, while schools look for good students. However, several authors emphasize that the use
of the market concept in the field of education must be
more nuanced because of its rather “hybrid” character
(Felouzis et al., 2013; Felouzis & Perroton, 2007). Unlike
other types of goods or service markets, the law of supply
and demand is not defined by the partners but by government, which also regulates the quality of the goods and
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services traded (Ball, 1993). That is why several authors
propose the term quasi-market (Bradley & Taylor, 2002;
Felouzis & Perroton, 2007; Whitty, 1997).
The intensification of the education market through
public policies in education has been the subject of conflicting debates between university researchers. Advocates, particularly in the United States, argue that freedom of choice and competition among schools improve
efficiency while reducing inequities in access to quality
education (Chubb & Moe, 1988). Several studies come to
this conclusion, as indicated in a meta-analysis performed
by Belfield and Levin (2002) from 41 studies. On one hand,
in most of the studies identified, there is a significant link
between competition and student performance, graduation rate or dropout rate. On the other hand, there are
many who, on the contrary, maintain that the education
market is at the origin of some forms of social segregation.
Belfield and Levin (2002) have submitted the hypothesis
that the impact of competition in student performance is
instead attributable to other factors created by competition, notably the quality and quantity of resources allocated to learning. As Felouzis et al. (2013) observe, it
is difficult to measure the actual effect of competition
between institutions, because the education market is
moderated by contextual elements such as the characteristics of the local population (social and ethnic composition, quality and frequency of urban transit, type of
urbanization, etc.). The work of Lubienski, Gulosino and
Weitzel (2009) is consistent in this respect. These authors
show that the efficiency of private schools is less related
to market practices (competition) than to the socioeconomic characteristics of the students who attend them,
especially since private schools are often located in neighbourhoods with a larger proportion of wealthy families.
Several studies carried out in other developed countries, notably in Great Britain (Bradley & Taylor, 2002)
and in Australia (Bradley, Draca, & Green, 2004) concur.
According to Bradley and Taylor (2002), the institutionalization of competition in 1992 between British high
schools resulted in a general increase in student performance, regardless of the initial level of the institution.
However, in terms of equity, the results veer in the opposite direction, revealing disparities between institutions.
These disparities result from the polarization of students
according to their social origin. Felouzis and Perroton
(2007, 2009) note the consequences of ethnic and social segregation phenomena on the academic acquisition
and orientation of students in French schools. According
to these authors, competition results in the concentration of the weakest and most disadvantaged students in
a small number of schools. Their marginalization leads to
a drop in the quality of training by lowering expectations
and requirements for success by the management of the
institutions and by their teachers.
In short, the education market is a powerful instrument of social and academic segregation by which middle and upper-class families succeed in implementing
strategies to avoid social and ethnic diversity (Bernal,
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2005; Felouzis & Perroton, 2009). In the name of meritocracy, it allows these social classes to control access
routes to university education, notably to prestigious institutions and sectors (Draelants, 2013).
However, the extent of the education market effect
on segregation varies between societal contexts in accordance with the public policies and the social and cultural traditions that underpin these policies (van Zanten,
2006). Segregation would thus be less attributable to
competition practices, per se, than to the polarization of
students according to social origin that results from the
practices of selection and the traditional organization of
the school system, as evidenced by comparative studies
in Europe by Dronkers and Avram (2009). Moreover, the
importance of the education market and the extent of its
effects on the production of inequalities vary over time
within the same context. This is the case in Quebec. While
the goal of equity and academic justice has been at the
heart of education reforms since the 1960s, the Quebec
school system has been progressively characterized by an
inter- and intra-establishment hierarchization and stratification (Dandurand, 1991) that the sociologists (Lessard &
Levasseur, 2007; Marcotte-Fournier, Bourdon, Lessard, &
Dionne, 2016) attribute to the institutionalization of education market practices. This study thus argues that the
intensification of the education market in recent decades
contributes to maintaining or even increasing inequalities in higher education. Before illustrating this with empirical data, we briefly describe the characteristics of the
Quebec education market in the following section.
3. The Structure of the Quebec Education Market
The Quebec school system is divided into four levels: preschool and elementary education, secondary education,
CEGEP and university education. The compulsory education age is set at 16 years and the duration of secondary education is five years. The Quebec school system is made up of two types of institutions in both primary and secondary: private and public. Whether private
or public, all schools in Quebec are under the control of
the state in the sense that they must all respect and implement the same curriculum. According to the 2015 report of the Ministry of Education and Higher Education,
there were 802 secondary schools of which 181 had a private status (almost a quarter). According to a recent report of the federation of private schools (Paradis, 2015),
there were 87,500 students enrolled in private secondary
schools, representing over 20% of secondary school students across the province. The same report indicates that
more than one-third of Montreal’s educational institutions (35%) are part of the private network, compared
to 12% in other urban regions with more than 500,000
inhabitants and 6% elsewhere in Quebec. Private secondary schools are distinguished from public institutions
by two major characteristics. First, they have the right
to select their students on the basis of academic performance criteria and to expel those who subsequently fail
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to meet the standards of the school. Second, they have
the right to charge parents tuition, a fee level that depends on whether or not they are subsidized (in part) by
the government. As for public schools, they are under the
obligation to unconditionally educate all students residing in their territory.
In addition to the division between private and public networks, the Quebec school market is characterized
by the vertical differentiation of subjects, in both private
and public institutions. Since the 1980s, the Public Education Act has allowed public secondary schools to develop
special programs for so-called talented or gifted students.
Gradually, several public institutions have adopted this
strategy, especially in urban areas, in order to retain the
“good” students who are migrating in increasing numbers to private institutions. Such a provision allows them
to counter, or at the very least to confront, competition
from the private sector, which continues to heighten.
The expansion of special projects has given rise to curriculum differentiation which, in fact, now makes it possible to offer unequal training depending on the grade
level of students (Marcotte-Fournier, 2015). There is a
broad variety of enriched programs, but in general they
focus on a small core of areas: mathematics, science, languages, arts and technology. In response to this differentiation, private institutions have adopted the same strategy to maintain competition with the public sector. In
both cases, private and public, these enriched programs
must be approved by the Ministry of Education. It is up
to each school to decide on the number of places offered
and admission criteria used to select or reject students.
The rapprochement of public and private institutions
was further advanced by relaxing district school maps.
While public schools are still obliged to provide schooling for all students residing within their territory, they
are now allowed, though not compelled, to admit students residing outside their recruitment zones when parents request it. In other words, the law extends the freedom of parents to choose the school for their children
outside their zone of residence, although this freedom
remains subordinate to the right of the school to decide
whether to admit this category of students and to set admission criteria.
In short, Québec’s education system is characterized
by a market model that was intensified in the 1980s.
Combined within this market are the parents’ freedom to
choose a school for their children, competition between
public or private institutions, and state control. While reforms since the 1960s have always placed school justice
at the heart of the agenda, it is important to examine
the extent to which the market model and the practices
in place (curriculum differentiation, choice of school by
parents, competition between schools) help to preserve
school justice or, on the contrary, to challenge it. This
study posits that the school market contributes to the reconstitution of inequalities in higher education. The following section describes the data and the strategies used
for this purpose.
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4. Data and Methodology
4.1. Data Source
The analysis will be based on data from the Youth in
Transition Survey (YITS) derived from a 10-year follow-up
of a cohort of students from the age of 16 to 26. Conducted jointly by Statistics Canada and Human Resources
and Skills Development Canada (HRSDC), this survey is
an extension of the Program for International Student
Assessment (PISA) conducted in 2000 by the OECD with
15-year-old students in 1999. In Canada, the PISA sample
consisted of 29,687 students enrolled in 2000, of whom
4,450 were in the province of Quebec. Following this survey, Statistics Canada and HRSDC re-interviewed the subjects every two years over a 10-year period, from 2000 to
2010. The questionnaires used at Cycle 1 were used to
gather information about the program year 2000. Subsequently, surveys were repeated every two years. For example, the Cycle 2 questionnaire collected information
on the educational and professional backgrounds of respondents over the period 2001–2002, Cycle 3 covered
the period 2003–2004, and so on to Cycle 6, which collected information on the respondents’ situation for the
years 2009 and 2010.
In addition, the database used contains information
on sociodemographic characteristics of various aspects of
the life events (social or educational) collected by either
PISA or YITS. However, we decided to use only the data
collected up to Cycle 4 (2005–2006), when the respondents were 22 years old, for two reasons. Firstly, it represents the age when the majority of students have already
started studying at one of the two levels of higher education: college or university. Secondly, it allows to consider
students who exclusively undertook a “regular” schooling pathway and to avoid possible skewing from adults returning to studies, for which we do not have information
that could control their effect (for example, the recognition of life experience in admission considerations).
4.2. The Measure of Variables Studied
The dependent variable in this article is access to higher
education. It is measured by the highest level of schooling attended during the observation period (2000–2006),
i.e., between 16 and 22 years of age. Three categories
were considered: (1) high school education, which, for
us, corresponds to a failure to pursue higher education,
(2) college studies and (3) university studies. It is therefore an ordinal variable because, in Quebec, college and
university constitute two successive and non-parallel levels, as it is the case in many educational systems, particularly in the United States and the rest of Canada. In other
words, access to university is conditional upon graduation from college and the transition to college requires a
high school diploma.
Two independent variables are at the heart of this
study: the social origin of the student and the stratifi-
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cation of the education market. Social origin has been
measured by two dimensions, respectively, of academic
capital and family economics: (1) the education level of
the most educated parent and (2) the annual income of
both parents. The stratification of the education market
was measured by the type of secondary school attended
or the curriculum followed by the secondary school student. Respondents were grouped into three categories:
(1) those who attended a private school, (2) those who
attended a public school, but took enriched courses in
language, science or mathematics, and (3) those who
attended a public school but attended only the regular
public school track. Table 1 summarizes the overall portrait of the sample according to the three variables.
Table 1. Distribution of respondents by social origin and
type of secondary school attended.
Education level of parents

N

%

937
1,070
669

35
40
25

Annual income of both parents
1st quartile
2nd quartile
3rd quartile
4th quartile

669
615
589
803

25
23
22
30

Type of school or class attended
Regular public
Enriched public
Private

1,365
883
428

51
33
16

All

2,677

100

High school or less
College
University

Regarding control variables, the analysis takes into account three groups of variables recognized for their influence on access to higher education that are both related to socioeconomic background and the education
market: (1) academic performance, (2) educational aspirations and (3) sociodemographic characteristics. The
student’s academic performance was measured by PISA
reading scores. As for educational aspirations, they were
measured by the highest level of study foreseen by students at the age of 15 years. Finally, the analysis also
takes into account the student’s gender and place of residence (urban/rural) of their parents.
4.3. Statistical Analysis Model
Since the dependent variable studied is ordinal, ordinal logistic regression analysis with the logit function
(Allison, 2003) was applied. Specifically, the cumulative
logit model was used. This consists of comparing the upper cumulative categories of the studied variable with
the lower cumulative categories. Since the dependent
variable studied in this case has three categories, the
model estimates the cumulative probability of a respon-
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dent belonging to either category 2 (college) versus 1
(high school), or category 3 (university) versus 1 and 2.
5. Results
After graduation from high school, the majority of young
Quebecers pursue higher education in college. The results in Table 2 show that by the age of 22, 70% of respondents had attended college at some point. Half of them
(35%) had accessed university. However, the rate of access to one or the other level varies significantly according to the social origin of the student (parental education
level and income), but also according to the type of institution attended in high school. Thus, the college transition rate is 54% among those whose parents hold at most
a high school diploma, while it is 89% when at least one
parent has a university degree. These inequalities are
maintained or even increase at the university level. While
the probability of going to university is 20% when neither
parent has gone beyond high school, it increases to 32%
when at least one parent has a college diploma and 60%
if a parent has a university degree, triple the rate for the
first category. These disparities are more or less similar
for parental income levels, albeit less significant.
Access to higher education is also associated with the
type of institution attended in high school. Students enrolled only in regular programs in public schools access
college at a rate of 49%, versus almost all students in private schools (94%) or public institutions with enriched programs in mathematics, science and languages (91%). The
gaps widen even more at university, where the transition
rates are, respectively, 15%, 51% and 60%. The education
market therefore has an effect on the production of significant inequalities in access to higher education, particularly to university. Significant differences exist not only between students in the private versus public sector, but also
and especially among those who have enrolled in regular
programs versus enriched programs in the public sector.

The following ordinal logistic analyses (see Table 3)
seek to estimate the relative influence of each of these
two variables. As a first step, bivariate analyses were
performed to determine the gross effect of each of the
different variables (independent and control) that will
be included in the model. The results show that this effect is significant for all variables. In a second step, multiple regression analyses were carried out. Model 1 includes both the social origin and the type of institution
attended. The results reveal that, when taking into account the school attended, the influence of the student’s
social origin remains significant, but decreases considerably. This supports the hypothesis that the effect of social origin is mediated by the type of school attended. In
other words, social background influences the choice of
type of high school attended, which, in turn, influences
the chances of accessing higher education. Conversely,
when the social background is taken into account, the influence of the school attended decreases considerably:
when the socioeconomic status of the parents is comparable, the inequalities between students attending the
private and the enriched public schools disappear but
remain significantly high compared to their peers in the
regular stream. This supports the hypothesis of an interaction between the two variables. In other words, the influence of social origin (parental socioeconomic status)
varies according to the type of institution attended and
vice versa. The fact that private school students globally access higher education (both college and university,
𝛽 = .347, p < .001) in a relatively higher proportion than
their peers in the enriched public stream (see Bivariate
analysis) is thus partly due to differences in social origin.
The first group comes, more often, from wealthy families. For example, a further analysis shows that 50% of
those who attended a private high school have at least
one parent with a university degree while it is 29% and
14% for those who respectively attended enriched and
regular curriculum in public school.

Table 2. Access to higher education according to the social origin of the student and the type of high school attended (%).
No access to CEGEP

High school ⇒ CEGEP

CEGEP ⇒ University

Education level of parents
High school
College
University

46
37
11

54
63
89

20
32
60

Annual income of both parents
1st quartile
2nd quartile
3rd quartile
4th quartile

41
35
24
22

59
65
76
78

23
27
37
46

Type of school or class attended
Regular public
Enriched public
Private

51
9
6

49
91
94

15
51
60

All

30

70

34
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Table 3. Ordinal logistic regression coefficients.
Bivariate

Model 1

Model 2

𝛽

𝛽

𝛽

Independent variables
Education level of parents
High school
College
University

−.792**
Reference
1.100***

−.526***
Reference
.692***

−.265**
Reference
.491***

Annual income
1st quartile
2nd quartile
3rd quartile
4th quartile

−.252***
Reference
.476***
.727***

−.135 (NS)
Reference
.251*
.497**

−.118 (NS)
Reference
.120 (NS)
.293*

Type of school or class attended
Regular public
Enriched public
Private

−2.027***
Reference
.347***

−1.817***
Reference
.214 (NS)

−1.019**
Reference
.466**

Control variables
PISA reading scores

1.667***

—

.711***

Educational aspiration level
High school
College
University
Didn’t know

Reference
1.933***
3.436***
1.499***

—
—
—
—

Reference
1.452***
2.380***
1.488***

.635***
.604***

.930***
.262*
.1864
726.00
9
2,677

.611***
.058 (NS)
.2886
895.16
13
2,677

Gender (female)
Residential location (urban)
Pseudo R2
Wald 𝜒2
Degree of freedom
N

Notes: * p < 0.05; ** p < 0.01; *** p < 0.001; NS: not significant at 0.05.

Model 2 verifies the hypothesis that the effect of the
type of secondary school attended on access to higher
education is exerted through differences in academic
performance (measured here by PISA scores in reading)
and students’ educational aspirations. While Model 1
does not show a significant difference between private
and enriched schools, the difference reappears when
performance and academic aspirations are included in
the analysis. In other words, with similar aspirations and
academic performance, private school students are more
likely to access higher education than their peers in the
enriched programs in public schools. This suggests the hypothesis that the high rate of access to higher education
among students from enriched programs in public institutions is attributable to their high level of educational aspirations, but especially to their academic performance.
In sum, the influence of social origin on access to college or university is partly mediated by the type of high
school or program followed (enriched or regular). On the
other hand, the influence of the type of institution is
in turn mediated by the differences in performance and
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educational aspirations that characterize the students in
private, enriched public and regular public programs.
6. Discussion
The results of this study confirm our hypothesis that
the structure of the Quebec secondary school market,
through its inter- and intra-institutional stratification
character, exerts an important influence on the social
reproduction of inequalities in higher education. Existing literature (Felouzis, 2009; Jenkins, Micklewright, &
Schnepf, 2008) posits three possible interpretations, although their relative weight depends greatly on the societal context. The first refers to differences in the quality of education based on the different types of school
or course of study to which students have access within
these institutions. As a review of the writings of Rompré
(2015) and the analysis of Quebec’s Conseil Superieur de
l’Éducation (2016) show, the segregations that characterize this differentiation have the effect of offering unequal
education, both on a cognitive and non-cognitive level.
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At the same time, teachers and principals tend to raise
the level of expectations and demands on students because they are confident that they will be able to respond
to them.
The stratification of the education market would
also have the effect of creating an uneven distribution of financial and educational resources between
schools and classes. In the case of selective training and
schools, administrators tend to mobilize more pedagogical resources (technologies, libraries, etc.) for organizing school and extracurricular activities (competitions for
prizes, trips, etc.) to further raise the level of students
who are already strong in terms of knowledge and culture. Although poorly documented and not officially recognized, such inequalities between institutions certainly
exist in Quebec (Karsenti & Collin, 2013).
Differences in access to higher education can also
be attributed to differences in the institutional environment. The higher the expectations of students, the more
strategies are mobilized to make the school environment
conducive to learning and effective organization (Bryk
& Lee, 1992; Dronkers & Robert, 2008). In Quebec, private schools have always been deemed to have a better quality of supervision that promotes student success
(Brassard, 2006).
The second track relates to differences in scholastic experience. The stratification of schools and classes
is not without effect on students’ school experiences
(Felouzis, 2009). If students who attend selective institutions and classes—private schools and enriched programs in the public sector in Quebec—demonstrate high
academic performance and aspirations, it should be because they have developed a sense of confidence in
themselves (Sheldrake, 2016). Thus, being enrolled in a
private institution or an enriched class would be interpreted as a form of merit, recognition of the skills to succeed and perform that would, in turn, generate a sense
of confidence and commitment to education. As Teese
(1998) pointed out, the selection of students and the
stratification of classes or institutions create and maintain a culture of elitism and social hierarchy among students themselves.
The third track deals with the social and academic
composition of the group of students attending a school
(Dronkers & Robert, 2008). The stratification of institutions and classes tends to favour the polarization of
classes based on the level of school performance and social origin. From this point of view, this polarization tends
to homogenize students’ school experiences through the
mutual influence of their peers in terms of their educational aspirations, their commitment to studies and the
valuation of success. It could be argued that students in
the private and the enriched public sectors maintain a
high level of academic performance and aspirations due
to peer interactions, a culture of competition and collaboration within the institution. In sum, additionally to the
favourable effects of schooling and social origin, the students’ aspirations to pursue higher education are contin-
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ually modeled by the “school effect” (Draelants, 2013),
through the quality of cognitive and non-cognitive training, the resources allocated, peer influence, and the quality of the institutional environment.
7. Conclusion
The purpose of this article was to examine the extent to
which the stratification of the Quebec secondary school
market contributes to the reproduction of inequalities
in access to higher education. The results of our analyses reveal three main findings. First, although higher
education is accessible to the majority of young people,
there are still significant disparities based on social origin. The analysis reveals, however, that the influence of
the latter operates largely through the mediation of the
type of school attended and the courses or pathways
offered within them. Students who attended a private
or public institution with enriched programs (in mathematics, science or languages) are significantly more likely
to have access to college and university education than
their peers who followed the regular stream in a public institution. However, additional analyses reveal that
the probability of attending a private or public institution
with enriched programs is strongly correlated with the social origin of the student. Secondly, the influence of interand intra-institutional stratification is itself mediated by
the performance inequalities of students. In this study,
we examined the effect of school performance as measured by PISA scores and by student achievement at the
end of high school.
In the end, the results of this study confirm the
hypothesis that unequal access to higher education in
Quebec is reflected in the stratification of the education
market. In a context of equal opportunities, supported
by the free and compulsory nature of primary and secondary education, the education market serves as an instrument of segregation that allows middle and upperclass families to preserve their privileges. In the name of
social justice and systemic efficiency, the right to choose
one’s school favours and perpetuates the homogenization of students according to their social origin and academic performance. Since this homogenization is accompanied by an unequal supply of education and by school
segregation, students are subject to an uneven educational and professional future, as the results of this study
testify. However, this study has examined only two factors related to the education market, which is complex
and contains other aspects that need to be examined. To
bridge this gap, further studies may focus on academic
performance in subjects other than reading. On the noncognitive level, it would be interesting to study the effect
of interactions among students, between students and
school staff (e.g., teachers or guidance counsellors), differences in various resources and the internal climate. In
addition, our study was limited to examining inequalities
of access. Future research could expand to other areas,
such as field of study, academic perseverance and grad-
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uation. From a methodological point of view, it would
have been useful to use the model of structural equations, allowing direct and indirect effects to be distinguished, but the distribution of certain variables did not
allow us to carry out such an analysis, which forced us to
limit ourselves to logistic analyses.
Despite these limitations, this study has produced interesting results both theoretical and political. On the
theoretical side, its main contribution is to illustrate that
the question of reproducing social inequalities has become more complex since the governments of many
countries instituted and strengthened their policies of
equal opportunity. Several previous studies associate
these inequalities with sociodemographic characteristics, in particular socioeconomic origin and the way education systems are structured (Dubet, Duru-Bellat, &
Vérétout, 2010; Pechar & Andres, 2011). Most of these
studies focus on either of these two factors. The distinguishing characteristic of this article is to have attempted,
from the data available, to take both into account.
International comparison studies distinguish two
types of education systems: differentiated and comprehensive (Dubet et al., 2010; Dupriez & Dumay, 2006;
Felouzis, 2009; Marks, 2005). The former are characterized by early student separation and orientation into hierarchical streams that usually operate on the basis of academic performance. Conversely, comprehensive systems
are distinguished by a long-term common training structure. Selection and orientation in hierarchical streams
occur much later, if at all, and the number of selective
courses is limited. The ultimate goal of this long-term
joint training is to provide all students with an equivalent educational background so as to minimize the effects of family resources on student performance, as
well as access to higher education and vocational guidance. The educational and vocational guidance that follows this common core therefore relies more on student
choice and accumulated skills than on the cultural and
economic capital of the parents.
As noted in the studies cited above, Canadian
provinces, including Quebec, are part of comprehensive
school systems. In Quebec, orientation into general or
professional education streams starting from the third
year of secondary school is based on student choice and
not on any sort of selection. In addition, the system allows students to change their orientation. In this respect,
the structure of the education system is egalitarian. On
the one hand, the egalitarian vision officially promoted
in public policies has been compromised by social segregation spurred by the expansion of the school market
in recent decades (Lessard & Levasseur, 2007). As discussed earlier, this segregation takes place through competition between the network of private and public institutions, which has led to intra-institutional competition,
differentiated education and horizontal stratification in
secondary education (Kamanzi & Maroy, 2017; Maroy &
Kamanzi, 2017). The practices at the heart of this segregation are neither generalized nor obligatory. It is be-
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cause of the intervention of social actors (in particular,
parents’ associations) that the segregation has been established. On the other hand, these practices have been
accepted and even supported by the state, notably via
the financing of private schools and enriched programs
in public schools. Finally, this article shows, using the
example of Quebec, that the production of inequalities
in higher education is modulated by the interaction between public policies and the social background of students. In other words, the influence of social origin varies
as a function of public policies and vice versa. While recognizing that the relative weight of each varies according
to societal context and the socioeconomic climate, it can
be argued that such a conclusion applies to all school systems (Dubet et al., 2010; Draelants, 2013).
On the political level, this study justifies the relevance of a reflection on educational policies in Quebec.
While the institutionalization of curriculum differentiation is justified by the need to take into account the aptitudes and the individual needs of students, it should
still be necessary to preserve the principles of justice and
social equity. Although this differentiation is inevitable
in the current context, a reflection on educational policies is required to increase the social and academic diversity of students and to avoid or, at the very least, to
curb the hierarchy of classes and institutions based on
social origin, which the various school reforms since the
1960s have always sought to end (Conseil Superieur de
l’Éducation, 2016).
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