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Regulation and Inequalities in European education systems

This is an Interim Briefing Paper of the project that started in October 2001

Context of the Research
Education systems across Europe are changing in the way they are being regulated
and how and who takes responsibility for their management. Equality of opportunity has
continued to remain an important aspect of educational policy, however, changes in the
way education systems operate could have an impact on inequality issues.

This research compares the development of public regulation of secondary education
systems in five European countries and analyses how these developments affect local
processes such as the creation of hierarchies, inequality and school segregation. It
identifies regulatory modes for the variable and complex means by which public
authorities orientate and co-ordinate action in a sector of society like state regulation,
market mechanisms, communities, organisational hierarchy and networks.

The countries analysed are England, Belgium (French-Speaking Community), France,
Hungary and Portugal.

Initial Conclusions
These initial conclusions are mainly based on the comparison of five national education
systems.

1. From the political perspective: -

• A crisis of some sort tends to push a State to reduce financial resources and to
implement changes that adapt schools more to the requirements of the economy.
Yet, at the same time there is an increased emphasis on reducing social
exclusion.

• There is also a tendency towards decentralisation of school management as well
as more of a focus towards Europe.

2. Concerning regulation modes, it has been observed in most countries analysed that
there is: -
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• A reduction of the role of the central State in the direct provision of
educational services.

• An increasing trend for schools having to become more accountable in terms
of results.

• A weakening of the use of regulation strategies based on procedures that
control the means of carrying out an activity. But, there is an increased use of
regulation strategies based on achievement of results through assessment.

• A reinforcement of new modes of control through the emergence of the State
taking on an evaluation role.

3. Concerning inequalities it has been observed: -

• A convergence of thinking on education systems and policies aiming to
reduce inequalities. This has resulted in a greater focus on targeted
measures aimed at creating more equality.

• There has been an evolution in education policies from a prevalence of
political measures aiming for “equality of opportunities” using measures
aiming for equal treatment through to a prevalence of political measures
aiming at “equality of assets” that are achieved by differentiation of treatment.

• In several countries autonomy of the schools is favoured. This is resulting in
a differentiation of the teaching practices as well as institution’s having
greater freedom to choose diverse methodology to address the individual
needs of students.

• Institutional solutions to combat inequalities or the phenomena of exclusion
are numerous and diversified from one country to another.

• Institutional solutions or models adopted by one country tend to diffuse into
other countries. Currently a “mosaic” of the different policy measures exists
across Europe.

• However, different public authorities have shown an ability to answer in a
differentiated and even in an opposite way to similar situation according to
the local characteristics of the situation.

• This is also resulting in “hybridisation phenomenon” with the coexistence of
diverse, but sometimes contradictory institutional solutions. For example, the
coexistence of a priority zone of education, but consisting of very selective
courses, implying an underlying elitist logic.
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4. Although still a very tentative conclusion, initial analysis seems to suggest that there
isn’t any direct link between the level inequality in the different countries and the
degree of centralisation of education systems.  Further analysis is still being
conducted.

Initial Recommendations
1. The local context needs to be carefully considered before a specific solution is

adopted, as it has been observed that adopted solutions from other countries, do
not necessarily have the same effect.

Further Information
The full title of the project is: “Changes in regulation modes and social production of
inequalities in education systems: a European comparison”. The final report is due in
September 2004.

The project web site at http://www.girsef.ucl.ac.be/europeanproject.htm
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