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The Role of Cultural Capital in Higher Education Access
and Institutional Choice

Iva KoSuTic¢!

This paper aims to explore social inequalities in school achievement
and educational decision-making of the final-year students of second-
ary schools in the City of Zagreb and Zagreb County, Croatia (N = 534).
The theoretical framework of the paper was Bourdieu’s theory of cultural
and social reproduction (1977a). The main objectives were an analysis of
the association between the students’ cultural capital and their school
achievement and analyses of the predictive power of the cultural capital
theory in the context of educational decisions in the transition to tertiary
education. In the analysis of school achievement, sequential multiple re-
gression analysis was used, while in the analyses of educational decisions
logistic regression analyses were performed (binary and multinomial lo-
gistic regression). The results indicated that cultural capital had statisti-
cally significant correlation with school performance. Among the cultural
capital indicators, statistically significant predictors of the probability of
the intention to enrol into vocational higher education were the material
dimension of cultural capital and naturalness of higher education aspi-
rations of students. For the prediction of the probability of intention to
enrol in university, significant predictors were embodied cultural capital,
the naturalness of higher education aspirations of students, and father’s
educational level. The study results on a selected sample of graduates tend

to support Bourdieu’s theory of cultural reproduction through education.
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Vloga kulturnega kapitala pri dostopu do visokosolske
izobrazbe in institucionalne izbire

Iva KoSuTti¢

Namen prispevka je raziskati socialne neenakosti v $olskih dosezkih in
pri sprejemu izobrazevalnih odlo¢itev dijakov zadnjega letnika srednje
$ole v mestu Zagreb in ob¢ini Zagreb (N = 534). Teoretski okvir prispe-
vka predstavlja Bourdieuejeva teorija kulturne in socialne reprodukcije
(1977a). Glavna cilja sta bila analiza povezanosti med kulturnim kapita-
lom dijakov in njihovim $olskim uspehom ter analiza napovedne moci
teorije kulturnega kapitala v kontekstu izobrazevalnih odlo¢itev v pre-
hodu na terciarno raven izobrazevanja. Pri analizi $olskih dosezkov je
bila uporabljena analiza sekven¢ne multiple regresije, medtem ko je bila
pri analizi izobrazevalnih odlocitev uporabljena logisticna regresija (bi-
narna in multinominalna logisti¢na regresija). Rezultati so pokazali, da
je kulturni kapital statisticno pomembno povezan s $olsko uspesnostjo.
Med indikatorji kulturnega kapitala so kot statisti‘cno pomembni
napovedniki verjetnosti namere za vpis v poklicno srednje$olsko
izobrazevanje predstavljeni opredmetena dimenzija kulturnega kapi-
tala in aspiracije dijakov. Pri napovedovanju verjetnosti namere za vpis
na univerzo so bili pomembni napovedniki utelesen kulturni kapital,
srednjeSolske aspiracije dijakov in izobrazbena raven oceta. Rezultati
$tudije na izbranem vzorcu diplomantov podpirajo Bourdieujevo teorijo
kulturne reprodukcije v polju izobrazevanja.

Kljucne besede: kulturni kapital, izobrazevalne odlo¢itve,
izobrazevalna neenakost, Solski dosezki
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Introduction

Educational inequalities have long been the interest of sociologists of ed-
ucation as numerous studies continuously emphasise the association between
students’ social background and their educational performance. The period af-
ter World War II was marked by the need to ‘change the elitist nature of univer-
sities’” (Guri-Rosenblit, Sebkova, & Teichler, 2007, p. 1) by widening the access
to students from all social strata, with expectations that wider access would
eventually lead to greater opportunity for social mobility. This need stemmed
from the fact that industry and job demands had changed, requiring more edu-
cated individuals on suitable positions, but also from the growing conscience
that education is a human right: “Technical and professional education shall
be made generally available, and higher education shall be equally accessible
to all on the basis of merit’ (Universal Declaration of Human Rights, 1948). In
line with international trends, data on the massification of higher education in
Croatia from 1951 to 2014 show that the number of students had grown more
than five-fold, which testifies to its ‘exponential growth’ (Baranovi¢, 2015, p. 23).
However, the widening of higher education and its massification and univer-
salisation (Trow, 1974) decades ago did not substantially weaken the strength
of association between family’s social origin and educational pathways of the
children (Karabel & Halsey, 1977; Van de Werthorst, Sullivan & Cheung, 2003).
Research shows that, despite various educational reforms, children from up-
per classes generally perform better in school and more frequently choose ter-
tiary education than children from less privileged backgrounds do (Boalt 1947,
Harngqvist 1958, Jencks & Riesman 1968, in Erikson, 2007; Erikson et al., 2005).
An OECD report (2010) highlights the importance of parents’ socio-economic
status (SES) for educational performance of the children in all OECD countries
and emphasises the fact that inequalities in secondary education translate into
inequalities in tertiary education, and later in inequalities in occupation and in-
come. Eurostat’s Intergenerational transmission of disadvantage statistics (2013)
emphasises the association of parents’ and children’s levels of education.

The Eurostudent report for Croatia (2011) showed similar trends: stu-
dents whose parents have completed less than four years of secondary educa-
tion are underrepresented in tertiary education. A comparative international
Eurostudent report (2011) thus labels the Croatian higher education system as
socially exclusive, characterised by ‘high level of underrepresentation of stu-
dents from low education backgrounds and a high level of overrepresentation
of students from high education backgrounds’ (Eurostudent, 2011, p. 2). The
importance of the social dimension in higher education on a European level
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is emphasised in various documents (see Europe 2020, 2010; Leuven Commu-
niqué, 2009; London Communiqué, 2007; Prague Communiqué, 2001) and
recently in Croatia in the national Strategy of Science, Education and Technol-
ogy (2014) whose aim is, among others, to accomplish ‘general accessibility of
higher education in order to ensure socially equitable systemy’ (2014, p. 93).

Despite international trends in research on educational inequalities,
there has been a lack of empirical sociological research of such phenomena
in Croatia, with even fewer studies exploring the potential mechanisms be-
hind educational inequalities. Babarovi¢, Burusi¢ and Saki¢ (2009), Burusi¢,
Babarovi¢ and Markovi¢ (2010), Joki¢ and Risti¢ Dedi¢ (2010) examine, among
other factors, the relationship between family background and school per-
formance of elementary school pupils, Gregurovi¢ and Kuti (2010), Matkovi¢
(2010), Puzi¢, Gregurovi¢ and Kosuti¢ (2016) on secondary school students,
and Puzi¢, Doolan and Dolenec (2006) and Doolan (2009) amongst university
students. In order to investigate the educational inequalities in a Croatian set-
ting, this paper® follows a critical perspective and examines the inequalities in
school performance and access to higher education for students of different
social origin using Bourdieu’s cultural reproduction theory (1977a). This study
had also contributed to the collection of primary data on the topic, which has
been approached, thus far, in Croatia mainly through secondary data.

Theory of Cultural and Social Reproduction

Bourdieu’s theory of social reproduction (1977a) focuses on the cultural
aspects of social inequality, investigating which social mechanisms create and
perpetuate social reproduction and enable the maintenance of a classed society.
According to Bourdieu (1973, 19773, 1986, 1990), the most important mecha-
nism of social reproduction is the reproduction and legitimisation of social in-
equalities via the reproduction of the culture of the dominant classes. Bourdieu
acknowledges the importance of the obvious mechanisms of social reproduc-
tion, maintained through the transfer of economic inequality, but he stressed
the importance of a less obvious and, therefore, more significant mechanism
of maintaining social inequalities: the reproduction of the culture of the domi-
nant classes. For Bourdieu (1977a), the educational system is the key factor in
legitimising existing social structures and class relations, because it is based on
standards and knowledge of the upper classes. The educational system, which

2 The data for this paper were collected during the research project ‘Social identities, higher
education access and course choice’ funded by the Croatian Science Foundation (project No.
09.01/404).
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is characterised by ‘apparently neutral attitude’ (Bourdieu, 1977a), reflects the
existing power relations in wider society and favours children familiar with the
dominant culture: “This consists mainly of linguistic and cultural competence
and that relationship of familiarity with culture which can only be produced by
family upbringing when it transmits the dominant culture! (Bourdieu 1977a,
P- 494). This means that the school system is not compensating for the lack
of such competencies to the children from less privileged family backgrounds,
who experience schools as unnatural and intimidating environments. As a con-
sequence, pupils of lower social origin adapt with more difficulty to the school
culture, have generally lower school performance and lower educational and
professional aspirations. The educational system is, therefore, an important fac-
tor in maintaining social inequalities, as students from educationally, finan-
cially, and socially privileged families achieve higher educational and profes-
sional success and thereby reproduce patterns of social stratification and retain
their inherited positions of power. Goldthorpe notes that social reproduction
is thus ‘doubly guaranteed’ (2007, p. 11): by transmission of family’s capital to
children and by passive role of an educational system that does not enable so-
cial transformation.

Different family class positions form different systems of thought and
reasoning, a specific way of thinking, which Bourdieu refers to as ‘habitus’ For
Bourdieu, habitus is ‘a system of lasting, transposable dispositions which, in-
tegrating past experiences, functions at every moment as a matrix of percep-
tions, appreciations, and actions’ (Bourdieu 1977b, p. 82-83). Habitus is a way
of understanding the world, an individual’s ‘mental structure’ (Bourdieu, 1989,
p- 18), which contributes to social reproduction. The importance of the habitus
primarily attained in the family is in the fact that it forms a basis for acceptance
and comprehension of the messages in the classroom. Thus, the family habitus
affects children’s predispositions towards school and the affinity to invest time,
effort, and money to preserve the family’s capital and social status.

Bourdieu differentiates several types of capital, all valuable in the edu-
cational system and vital for understanding social inequalities in general: eco-
nomic, social and cultural capital (Bourdieu, 1997). Cultural capital is the most
useful form of capital in the educational system (Dumais, 2006). It is a form of
symbolic power that can be, via education, transformed into economic capital
(Bourdieu, 1997; Swartz, 1997). According to Bourdieu (1997), cultural capital
exists in three forms: as embodied (incorporated in person: linguistic compe-
tences, cultural affinities, taste), objectified (material form of cultural capital:
possession of cultural goods such as books, paintings, works of art, etc.) and
institutionalised (educational qualifications). For upper-class children, the
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transmission of cultural capital starts immediately, in family, and is naturally
followed in schools (Bourdieu, 1986). Teachers recognise and reward the pos-
session of cultural capital in subtle ways; they communicate better with chil-
dren who possess more cultural capital and even ‘perceive them as more in-
telligent or gifted than students who lack cultural capital’ (DiMaggio 1982, p.
190). In contrast, children from less privileged family backgrounds lack cultural
capital at home and are thus in an inferior position in the educational system.

For Bourdieu (1997), cultural capital can be converted into economic
capital only through the educational system, which confirms the possession of
cultural capital in the form of educational qualifications. These qualifications
then potentially translate into economic capital. Convertibility is, therefore, the
basis of strategies to ensure the reproduction of capital over time (Bourdieu,
1997 p. 54). Due to its significance for the educational system, this paper focus-
es on Bourdieu’s concept of cultural capital as a key factor in the transmission
of social inequalities.

Cultural Capital in Educational Research

Bourdieu did not precisely define nor limit the cultural capital concept,
although he did make some references to specific cultural practices (such as vis-
its to theatres, concerts, and museums) and the possession of cultural goods
(Bourdieu, 1984). For that fact, in empirical studies of educational inequality,
cultural capital is operationalised in various ways. DiMaggio’s (1982) work on the
association between American high school students’ cultural capital and their
academic performance is often cited in literature as one of the most influen-
tial studies on this topic (Kingston, 2001; Lareau & Weininger, 2003). Starting
from Weber’s (1968) notion of ‘status culture, DiMaggio operationalised cultural
capital as a participation in the elite status culture, in ‘art, classical music and lit-
erature’ (DiMaggio, 1982, p. 191). DiMaggio’s analyses indicated a positive asso-
ciation between students’ possession of cultural capital and school grades, with
especially strong impact on grades in nontechnical subjects. However, the im-
pact of cultural capital was found to be most significant for the males from lower
social origin, which was interpreted as a proof of the cultural mobility model
(stating that cultural capital affects educational performance regardless of social
origin; its possession is not tied only to dominant classes). That finding was sup-
ported by Kalmijn and Kraaykamp’s (1996) study that showed that cultural capi-
tal can compensate for disadvantages related to social origin. Although DiMag-
gios operationalisation of cultural capital as participation in high-class activities
is among most frequently used in quantitative research (Barone, 2006), some
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researchers extended the concept of cultural capital on students’ and family’s
reading practices. On a representative sample of 15-year olds in the Netherlands,
De Graaf (1986) found a statistically significant effect of parents’ reading practic-
es on their children’s educational performance, regardless of the socioeconomic
status of the family. The importance of reading practices for school attainment
was supported by De Graaf’s (1988) study on a German sample of high school
students and by a study of De Graaf et al. (2000) on a Netherlands sample. Both
studies stress the importance of family’s reading climate for the development of
linguistic and cognitive competencies that affect school success and that can, to
a certain extent, compensate for a low socioeconomic status of the family.

The mentioned indicators referring to the cultural practices of students
and their families facilitate the attainment of embodied form of cultural capital,
while some studies also include the operationalisations of cultural capital indi-
cators of its material dimension. This refers to possession of cultural goods and
objects of art (books, dictionaries, musical instruments, etc.) whose disposi-
tion at home could be helpful to children in educational process (Barone, 2006;
Jeeger, 2009, 2011; Sullivan, 2000; Teachman, 1987). These studies indicated that
the possession of these potential educational resources is associated with chil-
dren’s school success.

A number of studies of cultural capital in education have addressed the
interactive aspects of the family environment (Barone 2006; Downey, 1995; Jae-
ger, 2009, 2011; Tramonte & Willms, 2010), and school environment, that is the
interaction of students and parents with teachers and other relevant stakehold-
ers of the educational process (Lareau & Horvat, 1999). In the first case, the
specific family patterns of interaction and communication through which par-
ents transmit their cultural capital (as part of a family habitus) to children were
examined; in the second case, studies examined the ways in which students and
their parents use cultural capital in order to obtain preferential treatment and
accomplish school success (Jeger, 2009).

The previously discussed studies mainly confirm the importance of the
effect of the students’ and family’s cultural capital on the educational achieve-
ment of children, even in different social and educational contexts. Following
similar research, this article analyses the elements of embodied and objectified

cultural capital of parents and students and some aspects of their interactions.
Research Objectives and Hypotheses

The main objectives of this paper were the analysis of the association
between the students’ cultural capital and their school achievement, as well as
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the analysis of the predictive power of the cultural capital theory in the context

of educational decisions in the transition to tertiary education. In line with the

set objectives, the following hypotheses were formulated:

Hypothesis 1. The possession of cultural capital is positively related to students’
school achievement. The basis of Bourdieu’s (1977) theory is the notion
that the educational system rewards the possession of cultural capital
and converts it into educational success. Although numerous studies
(DiMaggio, 1982; De Graaf, 1986, 1988; De Graaf et al., 2000; Flere et
al. 2010; Kalmijn and Kraaykamp, 1996; Kingston, 2001; Sullivan, 2000)
indicate that the possession of cultural capital is associated with edu-
cational achievement, there is a lack of detailed research in a Croatian
setting. Thus, the hypothesis was formulated in accordance with the pre-
vious international findings.

Hypothesis 2. The students with greater possessions of cultural capital are more
likely intend to continue to tertiary education at university than students
with lower levels of cultural capital do.

Hypothesis 3. The students with greater possessions of cultural capital are less
likely intend to continue to tertiary education at polytechnic schools than
students with lower levels of cultural capital do. These two hypotheses are
based on Bourdieu’s (1977) assertion that the continuation of school-
ing is the natural and logical choice for students in greater possessions
of cultural capital, who often come from privileged social backgrounds.
The decision to continue education at university (prestigious institu-
tion) provides continuity in maintaining the family’s high social status
(cultural reproduction through education leads to social reproduction).

Methods
Sample

The study was conducted on N = 534 students in their final year of high
school (age of the students was from sixteen to eighteen years). The sample
included 5% of the population of students in the finale school year in the City
of Zagreb and Zagreb County,’ which included 18 schools in Zagreb (427 stu-

3 Zagreb County is the surrounding area of the capital city Zagreb. It has a population of 317,642
people situated in nine cities, 25 municipalities and 697 settlements. The region was chosen for the
sampling to achieve greater variability of the SES and cultural capital; Zagreb County has fewer
adults with finished higher education than the City of Zagreb does (12.89% vs. 28.98%), relies
more on agriculture and has a 22% lower average monthly net income per capita than the City of
Zagreb does (Croatian Bureau of Statistics - Census, 2011).




C-E-P-S Journal | Vol.7 | N°1 | Year 2017

dents) and five schools (107) in Zagreb County, representative with regard to
gender and school type (three- or four-year vocational school, gymnasium (ac-
ademic-oriented secondary school)). The questionnaire survey was conducted
in schools, during one school hour. Only one class of the students (randomly
selected by the school personnel) in each school participated in the survey. The
survey was anonymous and included the informed consent of the students.

Measures

Dependent variables

School achievement — This variable included the students’ general grade-
point averages at the end of their previous school year (open answer).

Aspirations for higher education — Students’ intention to proceed or not
to proceed to tertiary education after secondary school. The variable had two
categories — ‘T intend to proceed to tertiary education’ (1) and ‘T do not intend
to proceed to tertiary education’ (2).

Likelihood of continuing education at university — students reported the
likelihood of their attempting to continue education at the university/academy
level on a scale from 1 (‘definitely will not’) to 5 (‘definitely will’). After inspec-
tion of the distribution of answers, the variable was recoded into three cat-
egories: ‘Definitely not/probably not/I am not sure’ (1), ‘Probably will’ (2) and
‘Definitely will’ (3).

Likelihood of continuing education at polytechnic school or professional
higher education institution — students reported on a scale from 1 (‘definitely
will not’) to 5 (‘definitely will’) try to continue education at the non-university
tertiary level. After the inspection of the distribution of answers, the variable
was recoded into two categories: ‘Definitely not/probably not/I am not sure’ (1)
and ‘Probably will/definitely will’ (2).

Independent variables

Secondary school type — The students were asked what type of secondary
school they attend (three-year vocational school, four-year vocational school or
gymnasium). In the regression models, the variable was recoded into a dummy
variable for each school type.

Parents’ cultural capital - The variable was created as a composite in-
dex containing six items representing the embodied forms of cultural capital:
parents’ frequency of museums/art galleries visits, frequency of theatre visits,
frequency of opera/ballet/classical concerts visits, frequency of reading prose,
frequency of reading non-fiction books, and frequency of participation in
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educational programmes/courses. Students reported on a scale from 1 (‘never’)
to 5 (‘very ofter’). Cronbach’s o for the index was 0.81.

Parental education — This variable was based on the students’ answers on
their parents’ highest educational level (both mothers” and fathers’). The varia-
bles had five categories: (un)finished elementary school (1), finished three-year
vocational school (2), finished four-year high school (vocational or gymnasi-
um) (3), finished non-university tertiary education (4) and finished university/
doctoral degree (5).

Transfer of cultural capital - The variable was created as a composite in-
dex containing three items measuring the parents’ support to students. Students
reported on a scale from 1 (‘strongly disagree’) to 5 (‘strongly agree’) regarding
the following statements: ‘My parents are interested in what I do in school, ‘My
parents help me with school tasks when needed’ and ‘My parents encourage me
to continue education’ Cronbach’s a for the index was 0.64.

Students’ material cultural capital - This variable was created as a com-
posite index containing two variables: The number of books in the household
(students’ estimates on the number of books in their household, ranging from
1 (‘0-10 books’), to 6 (‘more than 500 books’) and Index of educational resources
(sum of students’ positive answers on the possession of computer, own room,
study table, books, internet connection, dictionaries, classic books, books in
foreign languages, works of art, and music CDs).

Students’ embodied cultural capital — This variable was created as a com-
posite index containing three variables: Students’ cultural practices (a composite
variable of five items- frequency of: museums/art galleries, theatre, opera/bal-
let/classical concerts, cinema and pop/rock concerts visits. Students reported
on a scale from 1 (‘never’) to 4 (‘more than four times a year’), Participation in
extracurricular activities (a composite variable consisting of four items: drama
group, ballet/dance, choir and music school attendance) and Students’ reading
practices (a composite variable consisting of three items: frequency of students’
reading non-fiction books, popular-science/culture magazines and poetry/
prose). Students reported on a scale from 1 (‘never/almost never’) to 5 (‘several
times a week/every day’).

Naturalness of higher education® — According to Bourdieu (1977, 1997),
for the students of privileged social backgrounds, the completion of higher
education is an implied, natural sequence of events. To test the student’s un-
derstanding of the naturalness of study, a categorical variable was constructed.
The students chose one out of three possible choices: ‘It implies to me that I will

4 'The variable name was shortened from the phrase ‘naturalness of higher education aspirations of
students.
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enrol into higher education, ‘It implies to me that I will not enrol into higher
education, and ‘T cannot tell if it implies or not to me that I will enrol into higher
education’ (student does not infer either outcome). This variable was recoded
into dummy variables in the regression models.

Socio-economic status of the family (SES) - This variable was cre-
ated as a composite index containing four variables: owning a computers/cars/
real estate, financial position of the family, social position of the family, and ISEL
Owning a computers/cars/real estate referred to possessions of these goods in
the family; financial position of the family referred to students’ subjective assess-
ment of the family’s financial situation; social position of the family referred to
students’ subjective assessment of the family’s social status (on the scale from
1 (‘lowest position’) to 10 (‘highest position’)). The ISEI (International Socio-
Economic Index of occupational status) was created on the basis of students’
answers about the employment of their parents and descriptions of the job they
do. The open answers about parents’ jobs and employment were first coded
into the International Standard Classification of Occupations (ISCO) codes (ILO
1990), then transformed into the ISEI using IBM SPSS Statistics syntax from
Ganzeboom (2013). The ISEI included highest ISEI of the parent (mother’s or
father’).

Statistical procedures

In the first step, bivariate (Pearson) correlations between dependent
and independent variables were analysed. In the analysis of school achieve-
ment, sequential multiple regression analysis was used, while in the analyses of
educational decisions logistic regression analyses were performed (binary and

multinomial logistic regression).
Results

Table 1 displays correlations between school performance and explana-
tory variables (except categorical variables) used in the analysis. The strongest
association was between the variables of parents’ cultural capital and family
SES. Other significantly associated variables were the parents’ and students’ cul-
tural capital, as well as the parents’ cultural capital and the transfer of cultural
capital. Students’ embodied cultural capital was significantly associated with
the family SES and school achievement, while school achievement was signifi-
cantly associated with the family SES, but not with the parents’ cultural capital
and the transmission of cultural capital.
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Table 1. Correlations between school performance and explanatory variables

Parents’ Students’ embodied Family Transfer of School
cultural capital cultural capital SES cultural capital achievement

Parents’ cultural 1 0.42* 0.57* 0.22** 0.80
capital
Students embod|ed 1 0.24% 0.73 015
cultural capital
Family SES 1 o 0.12**
Transfer of cultural 1 0.61

capital

School achievement 1

*p <00l

To provide a more detailed insight of the impact of the explanatory vari-
ables on the selected educational outcomes, multivariate analyses predicting
school performance and educational decisions were conducted. Table 2 presents
five regression models with school achievement as an independent variable.

Table 2. Multiple regression models for predicting school achievement

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5

Beta p Beta p Beta p Beta p Beta p

Gender (0=M,1=F) 019 000 020 000 020 000 020 000 018 0.00

3-year vocational

N -0.32 000 -031 000 -028 000 -028 0.00 -017 0.00
school

4-year vocational

-020 000 -020 000 -017 000 -018 0.00 -015 0.00
school

Mother's educa- 003 054 -006 023 -005 037 -006 024

tion
Father’s education 003 050 -0.00 094 000 097 0.01 0.90
Family SES 002 073 003 060 004 047

Students’ material

) 0.15 0.00 017 0.00 014 0.01
cultural capital

Parents’ cultural

; -0.08 014 -008 016
capital

Transfer of cul- 003 049 002 057

tural capital

:rr]r;gliséinrolling 0.19 0.00
:rr:wgpll:ii r;Oé enroll- -0.03 048
Students’ embod- -0.01 0.89

ied cultural capital
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Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5

Beta P Beta P Beta p Beta p Beta P

R?=0.13 R?= 0.3 R?=0.15 R?=0.15 R?=0.18
F=24.769 F=14.940 F=12.392 F=9.913 F=9.27
p=0.00 p=0.00 p=0.00 p=0.00 p=0.00

* Referent category: ‘Gymnasium’
** HE= higher education. Referent category: ‘Does not imply either outcome’

Analyses indicated that cultural capital and SES variables explain be-
tween 13% and 18% of the variance of the school achievement. In the first model,
female gender was positively associated with achievement, as well as attending
gymnasium in relation to vocational schools. In the second model, the varia-
bles of parents’ education were not significantly associated with school achieve-
ment. In the third model, family SES and students’ material cultural capital
variables were added. The latter was a significant predictor (family SES was
not). The introduction of the material dimension somewhat reduced the coef-
ficients of the school type, although they remained statistically significant (Beta
coeflicient for the three-year school has decreased by about 9%, and for a four-
year school by 15%). The third model explained an additional 2% of the vari-
ance criteria (from 13% to 15% in total). In the fourth model, variables of rela-
tional dimensions of cultural capital were added, i.e. parents’ cultural practices
and the transmission of cultural capital. These predictors were not statistically
significant, and the contribution of previously significant predictors remained
the same. In the last model, the variable ‘implies the enrolment into HE" was
statistically significant predictor for school achievement, while the variable of
embodied cultural capital was not. The fifth model explained an additional 3%
of the variance in comparison to the fourth model, and all variables explained
18% of the variance of the school achievement of students.

Table 3 presents the results of a binary logistic analysis showing the
probability of students” decision to enrol into polytechnic schools.
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Table 3. Logit model for predicting probability of enrolment into polytechnic school
(referent category: ‘probably will/definitely will’ enrol into polytechnic school)

95% C.I. OR

(n=493) B S.E. OR

Min. Max.
Gender (0=M, 1=F) -0.31 0.24 0.73 0.46 119
School type
Gymnasium (referent) 0 1
3-year vocational school 0.72 0.43 2.06 0.88 4.83
4-year vocational school 1.36 0.30 3.90** 218 6.97
Father’s education -0.03 0.12 0.97 0.77 122
Family SES 0.00 0.01 1.00 0.99 1.01
Students’ material cultural capital 0.12 0.05 113* 1.02 1.25
Parents’ cultural capital -0.04 0.03 0.96 0.90 1.03
Naturalness of higher education
Implies the enrolment into HE (referent) 0 1
Implies not to enrol into HE -1.94 0.79 0.14* 0.03 0.68
Does not imply neither outcome -1.04 0.32 0.35** 0.19 0.66
Students’ embodied cultural capital 0.04 0.03 1.04 0.99 1.09
School achievement -0.60 0.21 0.55* 0.37 0.83
Constant -0.76 1.06 0.47

*p< 0.05; **p<0.01

Polytechnic schools in Croatia are traditionally associated with lower
prestige than university study. Therefore, whether students from various cultural
and socio-economic backgrounds differ with regard to the distinction between
the two types of institutions was analysed.’ In this model, statistically significant
predictors, controlling for the other variables, were the school type, students ma-
terial cultural capital, naturalness of higher education and school achievement.
Students who attend four-year vocational schools were almost four times more
likely to express the intention of enrolling into polytechnics then students who
attend gymnasiums. The material dimension of cultural capital was also positively
correlated with the intention of continuing their education at the polytechnics.
School achievement was significantly and negatively associated with the intention
of enrolling into polytechnics: a reduction of one unit value of school achievement
increased a chance for intention of continuing education at a polytechnic by 45%.

5 Due to the insignificant correlation with the dependent variable, the variable transmission
of cultural capital was excluded from the analysis. Furthermore, mother's education was not
included in logistic regression analyses because father's education had stronger correlations with
the dependent variables.
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Table 4 presents the results of the multinomial logistic regression for
the probability of students” intention of enrolment into university, using the
same independent variables as for prediction of intention of enrolment into

polytechnics.

Table 4. Logit model for predicting probability of enrolment into university
(referent category: definitely will’ continue education at the university)
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Definitely not/probably not/ Probably will

I am not sure (n=135) (n=111)

AOR (95% Cl)

AOR (95% Cl)

Gender =M

3-year vocational school

4-year vocational school

0.80 (0.42-1.53)
36.25 (10.60-124.00)
5.08 (1.81-14.26)

1.26 (0.73-2.20)
4.01(1.51-10.61)**
173 (0.95-3.16)*

Gymnasium
Father’s education

Family SES

Students’ material cultural capital
Parents’ cultural capital
Implies the enrolment into HE

Implies not to enrol into HE

1
0.74 (0.53-1.02)
1.01(0.99-1.02)
0.94 (0.83-1.08)
0.92 (0.84-1.01)
0.09 (0.04-0.19)
0.70 (0.13-3.87)

1
0.77 (0.59-1.00)*
1.01(1.00-1.03)
0.95 (0.84-1.06)
0.94 (0.87-1.02)
0.15 (0.07-0.31)**
0.00 (0.00-0.00)

Does not imply neither outcome for enrolment into HE

Students’ embodied cultural capital

School achievement

1
0.89 (0.83-0.96)**
0.27 (0.16-0.48)**

1
0.92 (0.86-0.98)**
0.37 (0.23-0.59)**

*p< 0.05; **p<0.01
AOR = odds ratio corrected for the contribution of other independent variables in the model

Statistically significant predictors, with control of other variables in the
model, were students’ embodied cultural capital, school achievement, type of
high school, father’s education, and naturalness of higher education. With an
increase of one unit of students’ embodied cultural capital, the students were
1% less likely to respond ‘definitely not/probably not/not sure’ in relation to
the answer ‘definitely will, for the intention of continuing to university. School
achievement was also negatively associated with selecting the answer ‘definitely
not/probably not/not sure’ in relation to the answer ‘definitely will’ A reduction
of the unit value of the variable school achievement increased the chance to
answer ‘definitely not/probably not/not sure’ in relation to the answer ‘definitely
will’ by 73%. Students of vocational schools were more likely than gymnasium
students to answer that they would not try to continue their education at uni-
versity (or are not sure of it), controlling for the other predictors in the model.
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For students attending three-year vocational schools, a chance for that answer
is 36 times higher than for the gymnasium students, and for students of four-
year vocational school about five times higher. Students who find it natural
to continue to higher education have a greater probability of answering that
they will probably continue to university than students who do not infer any
outcome. Furthermore, a reduction of unit value for the variable father’s educa-
tion by 23% increased the chance of the answer ‘probably will’ in relation to the
answer ‘definitely want’ (to continue education at university), controlling for
other variables.

Discussion

Multiple regression analysis showed that the material dimension of
cultural capital and the naturalness of higher education, as an expression of a
specific family habitus, were associated with school achievement. Therefore, it
can be concluded that Hypothesis 1 was confirmed. It should be noted that the
hypothesis was confirmed only partially, because not all indicators of cultural
capital were significant predictors. A conceptually more important dimension,
students’ embodied cultural capital, was not a significant predictor of overall
school achievement, nor was parents’ education. Therefore, the confirmation of
the hypothesis should be taken with caution, because the material dimension of
cultural capital can indicate the level of economic capital. Based on this finding,
it seems that the family’s material circumstances affected the students’ school
achievement more than the relational dimension of cultural capital did. This
may be due to the fact that material resources can quickly be converted into
knowledge (investing in private tutorship/course to enhance knowledge gained
in schools), whereas the transmission of cultural capital at home, besides being
time-consuming, depends on levels of cultural capital of the parents and their
will and ability to help children with school tasks. Moreover, it may be assumed
that the students with higher school achievement need their parents’ help in
school tasks less. However, one of the study limitations is the relatively modest
number of indicators of the transfer of cultural capital, so this finding should be
taken with caution. Numerous studies (DiMaggio, 1982; De Graaf, 1986, 1988;
De Graaf et al., 2000; Flere et al. 2010; Kalmijn and Kraaykamp, 1996; Kingston,
2001; Sullivan, 2000) confirm that the possession of cultural capital is associ-
ated with higher educational success; the findings obtained are only partially in
accordance with the relevant findings of similar studies.

Logistic regression analysis for the decision to continue education at
polytechnic school showed that the higher possession of cultural resources
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(material cultural capital) was positively correlated with the intention of enroll-
ing into polytechnics and negatively with school achievement. Thus, Hypothesis
3 is partially confirmed; the material cultural capital being significant predic-
tor, but not the embodied forms of cultural capital. Polytechnics in Croatia are
mainly private institutions; hence the finding that the material dimension of
cultural capital affects the likelihood of intention of enrolling into polytech-
nics was expected. In accordance with these findings, it would be logical to
expect that the family’s SES was a significant predictor of enrolment into pol-
ytechnics; however, it was not significant in the analysis. One possible inter-
pretation is that the polytechnic education attracts children who do not have
high school achievement, but their parents have certain material conditions or
possess cultural capital that encourages them to acquire at least a polytechnic
higher education qualifications, while families with high SES but not the mate-
rial dimension of cultural capital, do not insist on obtaining higher education
qualifications.

The analysis of the decision to continue high school education at uni-
versity indicated that the significant and positive predictors of the likelihood
of expressing the intention of enrolling in university were students’ embodied
cultural capital, father’s education, school type (gymnasium), school achieve-
ment, and the naturalness of higher education for students. The significance of
important predictors of cultural capital indicated that Hypothesis 2 was con-
firmed. These results may indicate that the high school differentiation of ‘cul-
tural capital light’ and ‘cultural capital heavy’ institutions (Jaeger, 2009, p. 1951)
can be applied to the university and polytechnic education (for the decision on
enrolling into polytechnic institutions, the parents’ cultural capital was not sig-
nificant, nor was students’ embodied cultural capital), as a new form of main-
taining social distance between different social classes. Since the educational
expansion of tertiary education has enabled the influx of a large number of
students from all social strata (although not in equal proportions), the differ-
entiation of classes has changed in the qualitative distinction between types of
higher education institutions and fields of study (Bourdieu, 1984). Van de Wer-
thorst, Sullivan and Cheung (2003) have shown that students from upper-class
families more often chose prestigious higher education fields than the children
of unskilled manual workers did.

Overall, it can be considered that the results of this study on a selected
sample of graduates tend to support the evidence of previous findings based
on Bourdieu’s theory of cultural reproduction. Students from privileged so-
cial backgrounds tend to have better educational achievement than their peers
from less privileged backgrounds do, and more frequently have aspirations to

165



166

THE ROLE OF CULTURAL CAPITAL IN HIGHER EDUCATION ACCESS AND INSTITUTIONAL CHOICE

continue their education at the university. Although it would be necessary to
analyse the entire educational and professional path of the students and their
parents to confirm the maintenance of social inequality through education, it
could be considered that these study results tend to support the reproduction
thesis for the selected population of students.
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