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Abstract 
The paper provides evidence on the determinants and the development of private school at-
tendance in Germany since the late 1980s. Germany is often cited as one of the prime exam-
ples of educational differentiation, since streaming into different types of schools starts early 
and the educational outcomes produced by these schools differ widely. Most empirical evi-
dence on private school choice originates from countries with less differentiated school sys-
tems such as the US and the UK. It is an open question if this evidence can be transferred di-
rectly to countries with differentiated systems that offer the dual choice of “school type” and 
“public vs. private school.” The main question posed in this paper is why the share of students 
in private schools has increased by about 25 percent in Germany in recent years. I hypothesize 
that the, albeit modest, decrease in the degree of differentiation in the German educational 
system makes private schools a more attractive choice for families who seek to maintain a 
higher status across generations through their privileged access to education. The gradually 
declining social differentials in access to university entry qualifications in Germany trigger 
increasing inequalities in other, qualitative dimensions such as the choice of private rather 
than public schools. The empirical analyses are based on data from the German Socio-
Economic Panel Study (SOEP) covering the years 1987 to 2009. The results provide support 
for the hypothesis of increasing qualitative differences, since not only the share of students in 
private schools has increased but also the importance of social origins as a determinant of 
private school attendance.  
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1. Introduction 

 

The differentiation of educational systems (Hopper 1968; Allmendinger 1989; Müller and 

Shavit 1998) is regarded as a major source of inequality in educational opportunities. Highly 

differentiated systems are characterized by the existence of a variety of school types and by 

streaming into different school types at a rather early age. In countries with a high degree of 

differentiation, the focus on how social origins influence the choice of school type often cau-

ses researchers to overlook the fact that education systems offer additional choices such as the 

one between public and private schools. Accordingly, the majority of empirical evidence on 

private school choice originates from countries with less differentiated school systems such as 

the US (Long and Toma 1988; Buddin, Cordes, and Kirby 1998; Betts and Fairlie 2001; 

Fairlie and Resch 2002; Yang and Kayaardi 2004; Belfield and Levin 2005; Lauen 2007; Li 

2009) and the UK (Adler and Raab 1988; Echols, McPherson, and Willms 1990; Willms and 

Echols 1992; Ambler 1994; Ball, Bowe, and Gewirtz 1996).1 It is an open question if this evi-

dence can be transferred directly to countries with differentiated systems which offer the dual 

choice “school type” and “public vs. private school” at a rather early stage in the educational 

life course. 

 

In this paper, I will explore the determinants and the development of private school atten-

dance in Germany since the late 1980s. Germany is often cited as one of the prime examples 

of educational differentiation, since streaming into different types of schools starts early—at 

the age of 10 in most states—and since the outcomes produced by these schools differ widely. 

The main question posed in this paper is why the percentage of students in private schools has 

grown markedly in recent years. Germany has experienced an, albeit modest, decrease in the 

                                                 
1 The Netherlands is the only example of a country with a differentiated education system and a rather broad 
literature on private school choice (Ambler 1994). However, with a rate of about 80 percent private school atten-
dance, the Netherlands is hardly comparable with most other countries, where rates are around 10 percent or 
even below.  
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degree of differentiation in the educational system (e.g., a reduction of the number of school 

types in some states and increased access to the most prestigious type of school) and a gradual 

decline in social differentials in the access to university entry qualifications in Germany 

(Mayer, Müller, and Pollak 2007). I hypothesize that these changes make private schools a 

more attractive choice for families who seek to maintain a higher status across generations 

through privileged access to education. Following Lucas (2001), I argue that the declining 

social differentials in access to university entry qualifications trigger increasing inequalities in 

other, qualitative dimensions. One of these qualitative differences is the choice of private 

schools instead of public schools (Torche 2005). In this paper, I will analyze the determinants 

of private school choice in Germany over a period of more than 20 years (1987–2009). The 

empirical results broadly support the hypothesis of increasing qualitative differences, since 

not only has the share of students in private schools increased but also the importance of so-

cial origins as a determinant of private school attendance.  

 

2. Private schools in the German education system 

 

In Germany, education is the responsibility of the states (Länder), and the influence of the 

federal government is limited. This results in differences in educational policy among the 

states, but the basic regulations concerning private schools are fairly similar for all of them. 

The right to establish and operate private schools is granted by Article 7 of the constitution. In 

general, the term “private schools” is commonly used for a variety of non-public schools in-

cluding religious schools. In legal terms, the majority of private schools are so-called “substi-

tute schools” (Ersatzschulen) which follow curricula and offer graduation certificates similar 

to those in public schools (Weiß and Preuschoff 2004). At the level of primary education, 

only private schools based on religious convictions or alternative educational concepts (such 

as Waldorf schools) are permitted. Substitute schools receive government funding and are not 
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permitted to make admission decisions based on the parents’ financial means (Sonderungs-

verbot). Government funding for private schools is usually lower than for public schools (Eis-

inger et al. 2010). Many substitute schools charge the parents additional fees, often depending 

on family assets. There is still much disagreement over what family assets threshold should be 

set for admissions fees. According to a decision of the Federal Constitutional Court in 1994, 

school fees of DM 170–190 (about EUR 80) are too high to guarantee general access to pri-

vate schools and are therefore not covered by the constitution. This decision was contested in 

subsequent years but there is still no official upper threshold for the fees in substitute schools. 

The situation is different for so-called “supplementary schools” (Ergänzungsschulen), which 

provide types of education not available in public schools. Supplementary schools are allowed 

to charge higher fees. However, most of these schools are in the post-secondary vocational 

sector. Given the focus on primary and secondary education in this paper, such schools are 

expected to play a minor role. 

 

In Germany, as in many other countries, the initial assignment to a school is based on the geo-

graphic area in which a family lives (OECD 2010: 418ff.). This rule applies to primary and 

secondary schools. According to OECD indicators, parental choice at the primary level is 

highly restricted. Choosing a private school is one way to avoid sending children to local pub-

lic schools if parents consider them unsuitable. Parental choice at the secondary level is less 

restricted, but still, due to the initial placement by residence, catchment areas play a signifi-

cant role. Starting with the academic year 2008/09, North Rhine-Westphalia became the first 

state to permit full parental choice at all levels of education. However, given the main obser-

vation period of this study, these recent changes will not have an impact on the results.  

 

Compulsory education starts with primary school at age six. Primary school lasts four years in 

most states and six in the others. Usually, teachers recommend a type of secondary school at 
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the end of primary school. Even though the recommendation is not binding in most states dur-

ing the period analyzed in this paper, it provides a strong signal for the students and their par-

ents as to which school to choose. In theory, the schools available to them are oriented to-

wards manual, non-manual, and academic training, which represents a horizontal differentia-

tion. But there is no doubt that the hierarchy, in terms of expected achievement and the pres-

tige of these different types of schools, is more important. There are three different types of 

secondary school: the “Hauptschule” (low), the “Realschule” (intermediate), and the “Gym-

nasium” (high). To graduate from the Gymnasium, students have to pass the “Abitur” exam. 

Only students who pass the Abitur are eligible to study at the university level. Although com-

prehensive secondary schools and extended primary schools have been in existence since the 

late 1960s and have been under renewed discussion in recent years, the tripartite system that 

offers choices at a rather early stage is still the general rule in Germany.2 Attendance of the 

different types of schools is highly socially selective. While about 30 percent of children from 

disadvantaged backgrounds attend the Gymnasium, this share is about 70 percent in the most 

advantaged groups. Recent studies show that differences in achievement play an important 

role in explaining the selectivity of school attendance by social background, but that about 

half of the differences can be attributed to background-specific educational decisions (Müller-

Benedict 2007; Neugebauer 2010).  

 

The differentiation of schools is not exclusive to the public system. The same types of schools 

exist within the category of private schools. Private schools in Germany are, as in many other 

countries, a rather heterogeneous group. In the 2003/04 academic year, about two-thirds of 

private school students attended religious schools (Füssel and Leschinsky 2008: 201). Within 

this group, most students attended Catholic schools and a smaller percentage attended Protes-

tant (mostly Lutheran) schools. Twelve percent of all private school students attended alterna-
                                                 
2 In some states a larger percentage of students attend comprehensive schools (Gesamtschulen, which make up 
less than ten percent of all secondary schools in Germany). 
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tive schools (e.g., Waldorf schools). Other private schools had a share of 25 percent (e.g., 

international schools). Approximately 1 percent of students attended Landschulheime, a group 

of about 20 boarding schools, mostly with longstanding traditions in alternative education and 

situated in natural surroundings.  

 

< Figure 1 about here> 

 

Figure 1 shows how the percentage of students in private schools has evolved since 1987. 

Germany traditionally has a rather low percentage of students in private schools, but has ex-

perienced a rise in private school enrolment in recent years. The rate in West Germany was 

stable at around 6 percent up to the late 1990s, but has increased by about 25 percent in the 

last 10 to 12 years. East Germany was characterized by an almost complete lack of private 

schools in the early 1990s, but has been catching up rapidly since then. As a consequence, the 

percentages of students in private schools in East and West Germany are almost equal today 

(7.5 percent and 8 percent, respectively).  

 

3. Private school choice as a special case of educational decisions 

 

According to Boudon (1974), secondary effects of social origin, primarily the variation of 

educational choices according to parental status, are regarded as a crucial source of educa-

tional inequalities. Educational decisions are driven by the expected direct and indirect costs 

of further educational achievements and subjective estimates to achieve the aspired educa-

tional degree. The most important factor is the expected benefits from obtaining an educa-

tional degree (see Erikson and Jonsson 1996; Breen and Goldthorpe 1997). Central to these 

explanations is the motive of status maintenance, in particular, the aim to avoid downward 

mobility. Usually this theoretical framework is used to explain track choices or school con-
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tinuation decisions (for an overview Breen and Jonsson 2005). Arguing that (some) parents 

perceive private schools as a qualitatively higher alternative to public schools I will apply the 

framework on the case of social selectivity in private school choice. Most obviously costs 

play a greater role in explaining private school choice than in explaining the choice of differ-

ent alternatives within the public school system where mostly indirect costs differ (e.g. oppor-

tunity costs).  

 

The choice of a private school, on the other hand, involves direct costs. Due to the aforemen-

tioned stipulations of the German constitution, the fees in most schools are low, in particular 

for low-income parents. Still, for families with limited financial resources, even a monthly fee 

of 20 to 30 euros per child may prevent them from choosing a private school. There is little 

evidence on the relevance of income as a determinant of private school choice in Germany. In 

a descriptive study, Lohmann, Spieß, and Feldhaus (2009) find higher rates of private school 

enrolment when family income is higher than 150 percent of the median. However, when con-

trolling for parental education and socio-economic status, the influence of income vanishes. 

Most evidence from the US shows a more robust influence of income (Long and Toma 1988; 

Buddin, Cordes, and Kirby 1998; Betts and Fairlie 2001; Fairlie and Resch 2002; Lauen 

2007). However, tuition fees and selection criteria differ between countries. It is therefore 

questionable if these results can be transferred directly to the German case.  

 

Families are likely to choose a private school only if they expect additional benefits or a 

higher probability of success than in public schools that would justify the additional costs. 

With regard to the estimated probability of obtaining the desired degree, parents whose chil-

dren have a high risk of failing in the public school system may choose a private school for 

two reasons. First, the academic standards for obtaining a given degree may differ between 

private and public schools. In Germany, grading criteria differ across regions, schools, and 
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even teachers (Neumann et al. 2009). However, there is no empirical evidence of systematic 

differences between private and public schools. In addition, parents whose children have a 

high risk of failing public school may choose private schools that provide a “second chance” 

by offering a more individualized but at the same time more rigid learning environment (Lan-

gouet and Léger 2000; de Regt and Weenink 2005). The latter applies mainly to specific types 

of private boarding schools. But since the percentage of students in boarding schools is low, it 

is unlikely that we would find a “second chance” effect in a population-wide sample. 

 

In addition to a higher probability of success, parents may expect private schools to provide 

other benefits as well. Numerous studies have shown that students’ educational outcomes in 

private schools are higher than in public schools, although it is questionable whether this is 

because of the quality of schooling or simply because of a positive selection of students (see, 

e.g., Coleman, Hoffer, and Kilgore 1982; Noell 1982; Morgan 2001; Dronkers and Avram 

2010; for Germany see Dronkers, Baumert, and Schwippert 1999; Weiß and Preuschoff 

2004). Due to parental concerns that negatively selected peer-groups are detrimental to a 

child’s educational outcomes, families may choose private schools if characteristics of the 

public school student population are perceived negatively. For instance, the literature on 

“white flight” or “native flight” into private schools argues that a high share of blacks, immi-

grants, or other ethnic groups may signal or result in lower academic standards, and that 

whites therefore “opt out” of the public school system (see, e.g., Betts and Fairlie 2001; 

Fairlie and Resch 2002; Betts and Fairlie 2003; Li 2009; Rangvid 2010).3 Private schools are 

at least perceived to have generally higher academic standards. Some of these schools also 

offer additional qualifications such as intensive training in foreign languages at bilingual 

schools or internationally recognized degrees such as the International Baccalaureate Di-

ploma, which may facilitate studying abroad. Higher-status groups may seek to secure their 
                                                 
3 In addition to the racial composition of a school as a signal for academic standards, Fairly and Resch (2002) 
discuss racism as a cause for white flight.  



 10 

advantageous position in post-secondary education and in the labor market by investing in 

specific skills that are usually not acquired in public schools. For many parents, the choice of 

private schools is not only driven by the expectation of better educational outcomes for their 

children but also by the school’s educational concept or religious orientation. US studies show 

that Catholics are more likely to send their children to private schools (Fairlie and Resch 

2002; Buddin, Cordes, and Kirby 1998; Li 2009). In Germany as well, the large majority of 

private school students attend religious schools (see Section 2). In addition, some families 

choose private schools that offer alternative educational philosophies—for example, Waldorf 

schools. There is evidence that parents who choose religious or alternative schools assess their 

potential benefits not only in terms of academic achievement but also in terms of broader 

ideas about education, including an interest in fostering a specific set of values or the preser-

vation of a specific cultural identity. A last aspect is that tuition often covers additional ser-

vices like day care or school lunches, which are not the standard in German public schools. 

Hence, the choice of a private school can facilitate parental employment when children are 

younger. The “net” costs of private schools are lower for working families, as other child care 

options would induce costs as well.  

 

While the evidence on the choice of private schools in Germany is scarce, even less is known 

about the factors that might explain the recently observed increase in private school atten-

dance. Since there have been no significant changes in the legislation regarding private 

schools during the observation period of this study, I assume that the perceived relative bene-

fits of choosing a private school have increased over time. In this regard, I hypothesize that 

the, albeit modest, decrease in the degree of differentiation in the German educational system 

in recent years makes private schools a more attractive choice for families who seek to main-

tain a higher status across generations through their privileged access to education. Recent 

years have witnessed an increase in the access to university entry qualifications accompanied 
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by a slow decline in differentials by social background (Mayer, Müller, and Pollak 2007). 

While the entry and graduation rates of students from advantageous social backgrounds have 

leveled off at around 70 percent, the rates for other groups are rising slightly (Klein et al. 

2009: 67).4 As Raftery and Hout (1993) argue, educational inequality declines if the demand 

for a given level of education is saturated for the upper classes (“maximally maintained ine-

quality”). It is debatable if 70 percent can be regarded as a level of saturation. Following 

Raftery and Hout, a level of saturation is achieved when “some origin-specific transition rates 

approach or reach 100 percent” (1993: 57). This leaves room for interpretation, since it is un-

clear when rates start to approach 100 percent. Furthermore, in a differentiated system like 

the German one, the likelihood of access to and success in the highest school type is depend-

ent on student achievement. Teachers recommend a type of school, and these recommenda-

tions restrict parental choices to a certain extent.5 Furthermore, repeated grade retention re-

sults in expulsion from higher types of schools. Assuming that a substantial number of stu-

dents also from advantageous backgrounds are unable to attend the highest type of school, a 

point of saturation is likely to be reached well below 100 percent. Therefore, the leveling-off 

of attendance rates at about 70 percent is interpreted as a sign that saturation is nearly reached 

in some groups. In line with Lucas’ (2001) effectively maintained inequality hypothesis, I 

expect that as quantitative inequalities gradually decline, qualitative inequalities increase in 

importance. Thus, in the German case, the slow decline of the social differentials in access to 

university entry qualifications triggers inequalities in other, qualitative dimensions such as the 

choice of public versus private schools. I assume that private schools are being chosen in-

creasingly to maintain higher social status positions that are no longer guaranteed by graduat-

                                                 
4 On average, 45 percent of the youngest cohort obtained university entry qualifications, and the rate has doubled 
since 1980 (Statistisches Bundesamt 2009). 
5 As teachers’ recommendations are not based on standardized tests, there is room for discretion. A number of 
studies show that the recommendations are biased in favor of students from advantaged backgrounds (see, for a 
recent discussion of this issue, Lohmann and Groh-Samberg 2010). Furthermore, in the majority of federal 
states, parents are free to opt for a non-recommended school. However, non-recommended students are usually 
subject to strict rules of expulsion from the higher types of schools if their achievement levels are low.  
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ing from the most prestigious public school type due to an increased influx of students from 

less advantaged social groups into these schools. 

 

4. Data and methods 

 

I use two different subsamples of the German Socio-Economic Panel Study (SOEP), a repre-

sentative household panel that started in 1984 in West Germany and was expanded to East 

Germany in 1990 (see Wagner, Frick, and Schupp 2007). The first subsample covers the years 

1987 to 2007. The second subsample is richer in indicators but smaller in size and covers only 

the last few years. I will briefly describe both samples. The first consists of children up to age 

16 (“child sample”) who lived in a panel household in at least one of the following years: 

1987, 1995, 1997, 2002, 2005, or 2007. In these years, the parents were interviewed about 

private school attendance of their children in the so-called “household questionnaire,” which 

contains a number of questions on children living in the household. The sample consists of 

8,425 students with 14,672 observations across all years. The majority of students are part of 

the sample in only one or two years (46 and 35 percent). Only six students are observed more 

than three times. The second sample contains persons who turned 17 between 2001 and 2009 

(“youth sample”). In each of these years, the 17-year-olds were interviewed with the “youth 

questionnaire,” which covers a wide range of topics on education and other aspects of grow-

ing up. It contains information of private school attendance at age 17, some educational 

achievement measures such as the teachers’ school recommendation at the end of primary 

school, and information on grade retention. The total sample size is n=2.052.6 

                                                 
6 Students graduate from the lower and the intermediate types of secondary school after nine or ten years, i.e., 
usually at age 15 or 16. Hence, the sample of 17-year-olds is biased towards students in the most prestigious type 
of schools and students who have experienced grade retention. In order to evaluate the results presented in this 
section of the paper, I carried out analyses using additional information. The data provide information on current 
and past private school attendance. Using the latter information, I retain all cases and compare estimates based 
on the full sample and the selective sample. The additional analyses (not reported) do not provide evidence of a 
serious bias in the results of the analysis using the selective sample. 
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There is a large overlap of indicators between the two samples (see, for means and standard 

deviations of all variables, Table A1 in the appendix). Sample 2 contains additional indicators 

on educational achievement and potential disciplinary problems in the family, which I use to 

proxy the success probability (teachers’ school recommendation at the end of primary school, 

grade retention, the frequency of quarrelling with parents). In both subsamples, there is in-

formation on parental education (highest) and the socio-economic status (ISEI, highest) which 

was collected from the parents. Following the status maintenance hypothesis, I assume that 

parents with a higher status are more likely to choose private schools for their children. Fur-

thermore, there is information on the religion of the mother (father’s religion is missing in 

many cases). It is hypothesized that religious parents are more likely to choose private 

schools, most of which have a religious orientation. Children of immigrants are expected to 

attend private schools less often. To assess the impact of costs, I look at the influence of 

equivalized net household income, maternal employment, and the size of the community. The 

latter is used as a proxy for the supply of and distance from private school, which has been 

found to be highly relevant by previous studies (Echols, McPherson, and Willms 1992, Fairlie 

and Resch 2002). As the supply of private schools is higher in larger communities, I assume 

smaller distances in such communities and therefore a positive effect of community size on 

private school attendance. The analyses contain the following control variables: gender of the 

child, age of the mother, type of school (primary, secondary by type of school), single parent-

hood, siblings, and region (East/West). In the analyses based on the household questionnaire 

data, I also control for the age of the child, which ranges from six to 16 years.  

 

While the youth sample is used in order to obtain a broader set of indicators for the analysis of 

school choice in a cross-sectional perspective, the child sample offers the opportunity to 

evaluate changes over time and therefore to answer the main question of the paper. To capture 
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the general trend, the models contain a linear time variable. In additional models, I tested non-

linear specifications as well, which did not significantly increase the explanatory power of the 

model.7 Given the differential development in East Germany, an interaction is specified be-

tween “East” and “time.” To evaluate the hypothesis that the growth in private school atten-

dance is driven by students from advantageous backgrounds, the models contain interaction 

effects between time and parental socio-economic status (ISEI, differentiated by region). In 

addition, I use county-level data on the share of students with university-entry level qualifica-

tions per graduation cohort as a proxy for the degree of saturation in the demand for the high-

est educational alternative (available from 1995 onwards).8 Unfortunately, the social origin 

specific measures that would be required to control directly for saturation in the most advan-

taged groups are not available at this low level of aggregation. Also at the county level, I use 

information on the percentage of individuals with non-German citizenship, which offers an 

opportunity to tentatively evaluate the native flight hypothesis. In line with this hypothesis, I 

assume that private school attendance is higher in counties with a high share of non-Germans. 

Since this share is likely to be correlated with economic factors I control for a county’s aver-

age equivalence household income.  

 

I apply logit regression for the estimation of models on the likelihood of private school atten-

dance. Given the strongly unbalanced nature of the data in Sample 1, the low average number 

of observations per person (less than two), and the time-invariance of most covariates, I run 

standard logit models with panel-robust standard errors instead of more complex panel regres-

sion models. The data in Sample 2 are repeated cross-sections of 17-year-olds. Since the 

yearly sample size is rather small, I analyze the data as a pooled cross-section, controlling for 

                                                 
7 This holds true for models on reunified Germany since 1995. The trend for West Germany since 1987 differs. 
There is almost no growth until the late 1990s and some growth in the following years. Therefore, in addition to 
the linear term, a squared term has been included in the model. 
8 In Germany there are more than 400 counties including metropolitan areas with an average population of about 
450.000 inhabitants. Data on even smaller contexts, e.g., neighborhoods or school districts, would be desirable 
but are unfortunately not available.  
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the year of the interview using dummy variables. In both samples, the share of missing values 

is low in most variables. However, household income and ISEI data are affected by a higher 

incidence of missing values. I use fully imputed income data as provided in the SOEP (see 

Grabka 2010 for further details). ISEI information is systematically missing for individuals 

who did not report their current activity in a given year. In these cases, I have used informa-

tion from other, mostly earlier years. If no information at all was available, the missing values 

have been imputed using the multiple imputation procedures in Stata (fewer than 200 observa-

tions).  

 

5. The development of the determinants of private school attendance 

 

In the following, I will analyze the determinants of private school attendance and the changes 

in these determinants over time. Table 1 shows the results of logit regression models on the 

probability of private school attendance. The main analyses (M1-M3) focus on reunified 

Germany. The first year of analysis is 1995. Looking at the results of Model 1, we can see, as 

expected, that parental education, household income, and parental status have a positive influ-

ence on the likelihood of attending a private school. Even when controlling for the influence 

of income and the parents’ socio-economic status, children with highly educated parents have 

a significantly higher likelihood of attending a private school than other children. The positive 

effect of income points to the fact that direct costs play a role in the choice of private schools 

(significant at the 10% level only). The influence of the parental socio-economic status is in-

significant. However, as additional analyses show, there is a positive influence of parental 

status when education and income are not included in the model (Table A2).  

 

< Table 1 about here> 
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The main question of the paper is whether the influence of parental status on private school 

attendance has changed over time. Considering the general development, I find a significant 

positive trend over time, and one that is particularly strong in East Germany, which had a 

much lower starting point in the 1990s. This result is not particularly surprising: it merely 

confirms the official statistics on private school attendance reported in Section 2. What cannot 

be gleaned from the official statistics is whether or not this increase in private school atten-

dance is driven by specific social groups. Assuming that qualitative differences are increasing 

due to the slight decrease of quantitative educational inequality, I expect a growing influx of 

children from advantaged backgrounds into private schools. The results of Model 2, which 

contains interaction effects between time and socio-economic status, differentiated by region, 

support this expectation. What do the results show? The main effect is seen in West Germany 

(reference category) in the first year of observation (1995). Controlling for education and in-

come, parental socio-economic status has a slightly negative but, by common standards, in-

significant influence on the likelihood of private school attendance. Given the positive inter-

action effect with time, the total effect of parental socio-economic status is changing over 

time and turns positive in recent years, which I interpret as confirmation of the hypothesis that 

social background is becoming more important in the explanation of private school atten-

dance. I find no differences between East and West Germany. The respective additional inter-

action effects are positive but insignificant. If there are differences at all, there is a stronger 

and faster-growing influence of parental status on the likelihood of private school attendance 

in East Germany. In order to prolong the observation span, I look at the situation in West Ger-

many since 1987 in an additional analysis (M4). The results are very similar to those dis-

cussed so far, and provide further support for the hypothesis of a growing influence of social 

background on private school choice. 
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I have argued that advantaged groups increasingly choose private schools due to the saturation 

in access to the highest type of school among the upper classes and a general increase in the 

percentage of students who obtain university-entry level qualifications. Model 3 contains a 

variable on the percentage of graduates with university entry qualifications at the county 

level. The results provide additional support for the hypothesis: they show that the larger this 

group is, the higher the likelihood of private school attendance. However, a more direct test 

would require regional data on graduation rates by social background, which are not available.  

 

The models reported in Table 1 provide additional evidence on the determinants of private 

school attendance, which I will discuss only briefly. Girls are more likely to attend a private 

school. This effect can be explained at least partially by the relative importance of Catholic 

girls’ schools, which have experienced a weaker decline than boys’ schools in the second half 

of the twentieth century. The finding that children with Catholic and Protestant parents have 

the highest, and those with non-Christian or nonreligious parents have the lowest propensity 

of attending a private school underscores the importance of religious schools in the private 

school sector in Germany. With regard to costs apart from tuition, I have argued that the pro-

vision of childcare by private schools may lower the net costs of private schools. In fact, chil-

dren with part-time working mothers (compared to non-working mothers) are more likely to 

attend private schools. Commuting costs caused by long distances to a private school may 

explain the finding that the likelihood of private school attendance is highest in large commu-

nities, where more private schools can be found. There are also differences by school type. 

Private school attendance is highest in the segment of the high secondary schools and lowest 

in low secondary schools. Hence, private school attendance is most likely if students are as-

piring to obtain university entry qualifications.9 The data in the sample do not contain infor-

                                                 
9 Apart from this, the result for other schools stands out. This is explained by the fact that respondents probably 
choose the category “other schools” if their children attend a Waldorf school or similar, which could also be 
classified as a comprehensive school. 
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mation on achievement. But the age of a student (controlling for school type) can be used as a 

proxy for grade retention or a delayed start of school. Thus, the result that younger students 

are more likely to attend private schools can be interpreted as evidence contradicting the hy-

pothesis that private schools are chosen as a “second chance” option for students who failed in 

public schools. I will provide additional evidence on this question in Section 6. The results for 

the remaining control variables are as follows: Children with older siblings are less likely to 

attend private schools. The influences of family type (single or couple) and the age of the 

mother at birth are insignificant.  

 

“White flight” or “native flight” from public schools is discussed as an important aspect of 

private school attendance. Due to the lack of adequate data, I cannot address this question in 

detail. The fact that students with an immigration background are less likely to attend private 

schools may be interpreted as support for the hypothesis. However, at the same time, the like-

lihood of private school attendance is lower when the share of non-Germans at the county 

level is higher, a result that contradicts the “native flight” hypothesis. How can this result be 

explained? To answer this question, I estimated a number of additional models (not reported). 

First, I regressed the likelihood of private school attendance on the share of non-Germans. In 

this bivariate perspective, I find a significant positive influence of the share of non-Germans 

on private school attendance. This effect turns insignificant when I control for county-level 

income. It turns significantly negative when I control for region (East/West) and community 

size. In sum, the additional analyses show the following: Taking into account the fact that the 

average equivalent household income is lower in counties with a high percentage of non-

Germans, that larger communities have a higher percentage of non-Germans, and that in East 

Germany the percentage of non-Germans is lower, we can conclude that the percentage of 

non-Germans has a negative influence on private school attendance. In other words, this 

means that private school choice is driven by negative or negatively perceived characteristics 
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of the area of residence but not particularly by a higher percentage of non-Germans. But as 

mentioned above, a more robust evaluation of the hypothesis would require data at a lower 

level of aggregation, which is not currently available. 

 

6. Private schools as a “second chance”? 

 

According to a general model of educational decisions, families choose private schools be-

cause they expect higher benefits in terms of either providing students with additional qualifi-

cations or instilling in them a specific set of values. Private schools may also offer students 

who are at risk of failing public school the opportunity to improve their chances of obtaining 

the desired degree. Some studies show that students with higher achievement levels are more 

likely to attend private schools (Willms and Echols 1992, Lauen 2007). This finding can be 

interpreted as supporting the view that families choose private schools with the expectation of 

additional benefits for highly capable students. But other research shows that at least some 

types of private schools are perceived as providing a “second chance” as they offer more indi-

vidualized but at the same time more rigid learning environment (Langouet and Léger 2000, 

de Regt and Weenink 2005). In this section, I will evaluate this hypothesis using the second 

sub-sample of the SOEP, which contains indicators on educational achievement and potential 

disciplinary problems in the family (see Section 4). I estimated models on the probability of 

private school attendance including these additional indicators, similar to those presented 

above. In general, the results obtained from these additional analyses are similar to those pre-

sented in Table 1. Table 2 therefore contains only selected results. When interpreting these 

results, we have to keep in mind that the sample covers only 17-year-olds in secondary 

schools. Nevertheless, the results on the influence of education, income, and parental socio-

economic status do not differ in general from the results for the sample of 6 to 16-year-olds. 
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The higher the parental education, income, or status, the higher the likelihood of attending a 

private school proves to be.  

 

< Table 2 about here> 

 

Teachers’ school recommendations and information on grade retention are interpreted as indi-

cators of educational achievement in previous stages of the educational life course. The em-

pirical results do not support the hypothesis that private schools are chosen as a “second 

chance” option due to low achievement in the public school system. Model 5 shows that stu-

dents who have already repeated grades are not more likely to attend a private school. Fur-

thermore, students who have obtained low recommendations at the end of primary school are 

also no more likely to attend private schools than students with high recommendations. Also 

disciplinary problems in families do not appear to be a key factor in choosing a private school. 

Students who have reported frequent quarrelling with their mothers are not more likely to 

attend a private school. The respective paternal effect is significant at the ten percent level 

only. Model 6 includes interaction effects between educational achievement and parental 

status or education in order to test whether higher-status groups are more likely to opt for a 

“second chance” in a private school. As none of the interaction effects turns out to be signifi-

cant, the results do not provide support for this assumption. 

 

7. Discussion 

 

In this study, I investigated the determinants of private school attendance in Germany, a coun-

try with a highly differentiated education system. In particular, I evaluated the hypothesis that 

the slow decline in differentiation and in educational inequality in obtaining university entry 

qualifications has triggered the recent growth in private school attendance. The analysis of the 
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determinants of private school attendance was guided by theoretical considerations derived 

from a general model of educational decisions that takes into account the perceived success 

probabilities in obtaining an aspired degree, the subjective benefits from choosing an educa-

tional alternative and the costs arising from this alternative (Erikson and Jonsson 1996). Argu-

ing that parents perceive private schools as a higher-quality alternative, I hypothesized that 

higher-status groups seek to secure their advantageous position in post-secondary education 

and in the labor market by choosing private schools. The results show that students from more 

advantageous backgrounds are more likely to attend private schools. In addition to household 

income, parental education and status also increase the likelihood of attending a private 

schools. The choice of private schools as a “second chance” for students who are at risk of 

failing in the public school system does not play a significant role, at least not in a general 

population of private school students. As regards the trends over time, the results show that as 

less advantaged social groups gain increased access to the most prestigious school types, the 

more advantaged groups increasingly choose private schools.  

 

I interpret the rise in private school attendance and increased social selectivity in access to 

private schools as evidence of an increase in qualitative inequality. What is particularly inter-

esting about this result is that the development takes place in an educational system which 

offers already highly socially selective choices in the early stages of the educational life 

course. Lucas (2001) interprets the choice of vertically ordered tracks or types of school as an 

expression of qualitative differences. The example of Germany shows that even a small de-

crease in the inequality of access to the most prestigious school type may result in an increase 

in other qualitative differences, such as the choice of private instead of public schools.  
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Figures and Tables 
 
Figure 1: Private school attendance in Germany 1987-2009 
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Table 1: Probability of private school attendance (Logit models, Sample 1) 
M1 M2 M3

Parental education (ref.: no or low degree)
intermediate 0.123 0.183 0.192 0.228

[0.149] [0.154] [0.153] [0.140]
high 0.590 *** 0.639 *** 0.644 *** 0.679 ***

[0.159] [0.164] [0.164] [0.154]
Equivalence income (per year)

in €10.000 0.049 + 0.047 0.045 0.040
[0.029] [0.029] [0.029] [0.029]

Parental ISEI
centered 0.001 -0.012 + -0.014 * -0.010 *

[0.003] [0.006] [0.006] [0.004]
Gender (ref.: male)

female 0.302 ** 0.307 ** 0.297 ** 0.296 **
[0.094] [0.094] [0.094] [0.094]

Migration background (ref.: no)
yes -0.301 * -0.330 * -0.337 * -0.399 **

[0.137] [0.138] [0.139] [0.125]
Age

in years -0.055 * -0.055 * -0.055 * -0.037
[0.024] [0.023] [0.024] [0.025]

Mother's religion (ref.: Protestant)
no/missing -0.354 * -0.321 + -0.328 + -0.215

[0.176] [0.175] [0.175] [0.185]
non-Christian -0.633 * -0.629 * -0.599 * -0.402 +

[0.265] [0.267] [0.267] [0.221]
Catholic 0.723 *** 0.729 *** 0.744 *** 0.772 ***

[0.110] [0.110] [0.112] [0.111]
other Christian 0.808 *** 0.822 *** 0.850 *** 0.712 ***

[0.221] [0.222] [0.225] [0.209]
Type of school (ref.: low secondary)

primary 0.129 0.132 0.106 0.107
[0.219] [0.219] [0.219] [0.198]

intermediate secondary 0.537 * 0.555 ** 0.541 * 0.598 **
[0.211] [0.211] [0.212] [0.193]

high secondary 0.720 *** 0.728 *** 0.689 *** 0.609 ***
[0.208] [0.208] [0.208] [0.184]

comprehensive secondary 0.557 * 0.570 * 0.472 + 0.579 *
[0.274] [0.274] [0.275] [0.244]

other 2.517 *** 2.540 *** 2.486 *** 2.332 ***
[0.236] [0.236] [0.237] [0.237]

Age of mother
in years 0.016 0.016 0.012 0.011

[0.011] [0.011] [0.011] [0.010]
Mother's employment (ref.: not working)

part-time 0.360 ** 0.331 * 0.339 * 0.247 +
[0.139] [0.140] [0.140] [0.136]

full-time 0.106 0.098 0.109 -0.001
[0.108] [0.108] [0.108] [0.104]

missing 1.005 *** 1.019 *** 1.001 *** 0.726 *
[0.287] [0.288] [0.289] [0.287]

Siblings (ref.: no)
younger 0.091 0.080 0.069 -0.071

[0.153] [0.154] [0.153] [0.152]
older -0.291 * -0.299 * -0.283 + -0.400 **

[0.148] [0.148] [0.149] [0.148]
missing 0.098 0.069 0.079 -0.007

[0.378] [0.376] [0.371] [0.357]

M4 (West)

 
cont.
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Table 1 (cont.) 
Household type (ref.: couple)

single -0.075 -0.042 -0.092 0.018
[0.171] [0.171] [0.172] [0.175]

Community size (ref.: <20,000)
20,000-100,000 0.002 0.008 -0.058 -0.002

[0.117] [0.117] [0.119] [0.114]
100,000-500,000 0.145 0.142 0.047 -0.066

[0.138] [0.138] [0.180] [0.141]
500,000+ 0.419 ** 0.421 ** 0.454 * 0.393 **

[0.150] [0.150] [0.210] [0.145]
Period

in years 0.033 ** 0.028 * 0.026 * -0.049 +
[0.012] [0.012] [0.012] [0.028]

in squared years 0.003 *
[0.001]

Region (ref.: West)
East -1.357 *** -1.352 *** -1.589 ***

[0.338] [0.337] [0.355]
Interactions
Period*Region (ref.: West)

East*Years 0.118 *** 0.099 ** 0.082 *
[0.034] [0.036] [0.035]

Region*ISEI (ref.: West)
East*centered 0.005 0.007

[0.016] [0.015]
Period*ISEI

Years*centered 0.001 * 0.002 * 0.001 **
[0.001] [0.001] [0.000]

Period*ISEI*Region (ref. West)
Years*centered*East 0.001 0.001

[0.002] [0.002]
County level

Graduates with university-entry qualifications 0.032 **
(share in %) [0.011]
Non-German population -0.036 +
(share in %) [0.020]
Monthly equivalence income 0.114
 (in €1.000) [0.391]
intercept -4.069 *** -4.090 *** -4.468 *** -4.015 ***

[0.490] [0.488] [0.621] [0.496]

Pseudo-R2 0.110 0.112 0.117 0.084
n 13374 13374 13313 11775  

Source: SOEP, v26, years 1995, 1997, 2002, 2005, 2007. Children in panel households younger than 17 years. 
Notes: ***) .001, **) .01, *) .05 +) .1. Standard errors for county-level variables corrected for clustering at 
county level. 
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Table 2: Probability of private school attendance (Logit models, Sample 2) 
M5 M6

Parental education (ref.: no or low degree)
intermediate 0.757 + 0.748 +

[0.449] [0.449]
high 0.995 * 0.985 *

[0.481] [0.481]
Equivalence income (per year)

in €10.000 0.128 + 0.127 +
[0.073] [0.073]

Parental ISEI
centered 0.013 0.011

[0.009] [0.010]
Teacher's recommendation (ref.: low)

intermediate 0.470 0.447
[0.731] [0.780]

high 0.822 0.795
[0.735] [0.729]

other/missing 1.413 + 1.381 +
[0.727] [0.730]

Grade retention (ref.: no)
yes 0.317 -0.314

[0.298] [1.192]
Quarreling with father (ref.: sometimes)

often 0.429 0.423
[0.271] [0.270]

no father -0.144 -0.135
[0.476] [0.475]

Quarreling with mother (ref.: sometimes)
often -0.395 -0.397

[0.269] [0.269]
Interactions
Grade retention*ISEI

Yes*centered 0.011
Recommendation*ISEI [0.020]

low/intermediate*centered -0.001
[0.018]

Other variables (see M1) yes yes

Intercept -6.400 *** -6.285 ***
[1.218] [1.220]

Pseudo-R2 0.164 0.164
n 2221 2221  

Source: SOEP, v26, years 2001-2009. Respondents aged 17 years.  
Notes: ***) .001, **) .01, *) .05 +) .1.  
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Appendix 
Table A1: Means and standard deviation by sample 

mean sd mean sd
private school 0.060 0.237 0.047 0.213

parental education
no/low degree 0.332 0.471 0.253 0.435
intermediate 0.350 0.477 0.351 0.477
high 0.318 0.466 0.397 0.489

equiv. income in €10,000 1.698 0.957 1.719 0.883
parental ISEI 46.639 16.227 47.555 16.776
female 0.470 0.499 0.479 0.500
migration background 0.231 0.422 0.244 0.430

mother's religion
Protestant 0.194 0.396 0.239 0.426
no/missing 0.111 0.315 0.114 0.318
non-Christian 0.325 0.469 0.313 0.464
Catholic 0.335 0.472 0.300 0.458
other Christian 0.033 0.180 0.034 0.181

type of school
primary 0.432 0.495
low secondary 0.152 0.359 0.147 0.354
intermediate secondary 0.159 0.366 0.279 0.449
high secondary 0.178 0.383 0.466 0.499
comprehensive 0.054 0.226 0.097 0.296
other 0.024 0.154 0.011 0.105

age of mother 27.3 5.2 27.3 4.9
single parent 0.134 0.341 0.184 0.387

mother's employment
no 0.374 0.484 0.259 0.438
part-time 0.195 0.396 0.258 0.438
full-time 0.409 0.492 0.456 0.498
missing 0.022 0.148 0.026 0.160

siblings
no 0.154 0.361 0.147 0.354
younger 0.337 0.473 0.340 0.474
older 0.483 0.500 0.476 0.500
missing 0.026 0.159 0.020 0.141

community size
< 20,000 0.454 0.498 0.448 0.497
20,000-100,000 0.280 0.449 0.276 0.447
100,000-500,000 0.152 0.359 0.157 0.364
500,000+ 0.114 0.317 0.119 0.323

year 2000 5.980 2005 2.586
East 0.148 0.355 0.198 0.399

teachers' school recommendation
low 0.131 0.338
intermediate 0.275 0.447
high 0.439 0.496
other 0.155 0.362

grade rentention 0.228 0.420
quarrelling with parents

father: sometimes 0.142 0.349
father:often 0.790 0.408
no father 0.068 0.252
mother: sometimes 0.213 0.409
mother: often 0.785 0.411
no mother 0.002 0.048

n 14672 * 2221

Sample 1 Sample 2

  
Source: SOEP, v26, years 1987, 1995, 1997, 2001-2009. Notes: *) 1995-2007: n=13,374, 1987: n=1,298. 
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Table A2: Probability of private school attendance (Logit models, Sample 1) 
M1A M2A M3A

Parental education (ref.: no or low degree)
intermediate 0.139

[0.149]
high 0.648 ***

[0.145]
Equivalence income (per year)

in €10.000 0.092 ***
[0.025]

Parental ISEI
centered 0.010 ***

[0.003]

Other variables (see M1) yes yes yes

Pseudo-R2 0.109 0.104 0.105
n 13578 13578 13578  

Source: SOEP, v26, years 1995, 1997, 2002, 2005, 2007. Children in panel households younger than 17 years. 
Notes: ***) .001, **) .01, *) .05 +) .1. 
 
 


