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Abstracts

Introduction 
Freedom of choice in education – scope and limits	 p. 53 
Thierry Chevaillier
Increasing school enrolment around the world has been accompanied by the growing number and 
diversity of pathways offered by education systems, aiming to better prepare young people for jobs that 
have become more skilled and changing. Young people and their parents have demanded and obtained 
greater freedom to choose their educational pathways. This in turn has contributed to increased risks of 
social discrimination and imbalances in the way schools operate. In an attempt to reduce these risks, 
pathways to employment have become more flexible, making educational guidance more complex. 
This dossier presents ten case studies from: Dubai, Spain, China, Burundi, Australia, Algeria, Estonia, 
Germany, Uruguay and France.

School choice in Dubai: the mirage of total freedom	 p. 65
Aziza Almokaddam-Dalil
In order to explore school choice in a quasi-market context, this article describes the unique Dubai 
education system and examines how families perceive and exercise free choice within it. Some distinctive 
features of the local educational landscape, characterized by the prevalence of the private sector, a wide 
range of options and weak institutional regulation, appear to offer fertile ground for the satisfaction of 
parental aspirations. However, a closer look at the actual choice process reveals the duality of the system 
and the existence of constraints that generate double standards.

Study choices and school dropouts in secondary school in Spain	 p. 75
Magdalena Jiménez Ramírez and Juan Carlos González Faraco
Data repeatedly shows that Spanish rates of early school leaving and youth unemployment are still the 
highest in Europe, despite recent improvements. Although the causes are complex, this problem largely 
originates in secondary education, more specifically in its transitions. This article analyses the situation 
and its consequences on students’ life trajectories. It also examines the mechanisms that are meant to 
address the issues, including: promoting dual vocational training, making education pathways more 
diverse and flexible, and developing education and family guidance with regard to the choice of studies 
during and at the end of compulsory secondary education.

Youth football, upward mobility, and parental strategies in China	 p. 87
DONG Hui, LI Yutong and PENG Xiaoqian
In China, the expansion of the youth football training system has generated an advancement mechanism 
favouring student footballers, creating a new landscape of football participation, school choice, and 
long-term educational planning. This article shows how the top-down initiative undoubtedly represents 
a political social endeavour with complex educational benefits and social consequences for parents 
from different backgrounds and their offspring. A highly competitive educational environment has 
transformed youth football into a bargaining chip for the advantaged classes aiming to secure prestigious 
educational opportunities, and a lifeline for marginalized groups seeking basic access to urban 
education. How to effectively balance the tension between national objectives and public aspirations 
remains an intricate problem, which necessitates more systematic governance innovations.

Student course choices and satisfaction in higher education in Burundi	 p. 99
Janvier Nizigiyimana, Révérien Nshimirimana and Innocent Ntwari
Student access to the University of Burundi is managed by an admissions committee appointed by the 
Rector. It is supposed to take into account the student’s personal choice of course of study, as well as the 
capacity of each faculty/institute to accommodate and supervise students. The article deals with the link 
between the student’s enrolment (whether voluntary or not) and his or her development at the Institute 
of Physical Education and Sports. The majority of first-year students are directed there against their will. 
Interviews and a questionnaire survey showed that the level of satisfaction with learning and feeling of 
fulfilment were statistically linked to the fact of having chosen this institute personally or not, and to the 
student’s ease of adaptation. It was also worth noting that students adapted easily, regardless of whether 
or not they had chosen this career pathway.
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Educational choices in Australia	 p. 109
Laura B. Perry
Australia provides substantial opportunities to engage in educational choices. These exist primarily in 
household choice of school, and choice of study pathway in secondary school. These choices are generally 
not directly restricted, rationed or regulated by education authorities, schools or teachers. Rather, 
the system of exercising educational choice is largely driven by households and students. Education 
authorities and schools play an indirect role, however, in shaping the educational choices that are 
available to students. This happens primarily through funding mechanisms that lead to a stratified and 
segregated system of schooling that limits educational choices for households with fewer resources.

Education choices in Algeria: between individual wishes and institutional constraints	 p. 119
Rosa Mahdjoub and Mohamed Miliani
When it comes to choosing a study pathway, the Algerian education system struggles to satisfy the 
personal aspirations of its twelve million young people. The constraints imposed by various institutions 
are numerous and cumulative – admission criteria that are difficult to meet, an undersized intake 
capacity that is unevenly distributed across the country, compulsory allocation to courses and drastic 
policies (quotas) by sector. Study pathways at school and at university are influenced more by the grades 
obtained in various key exams, than by the wishes and aspirations of individual students. Interviews 
carried out by the authors reveal that young people’s freedom of choice is often not taken into account, 
which leads future students to developing personal strategies to navigate a system where access 
mechanisms can be opaque.

A structural conflict between academic and vocational routes: the case of Estonia	 p. 131
Krista Loogma
With the 1991 education reform, Estonia adopted a universal school system aimed at providing all pupils 
with the best possible schooling in an education system that was now committed to neo-liberal principles 
and had become fairly selective. Most of the key choices that pupils make about their future education 
pathways and careers take place at the end of compulsory schooling. This article analyses the causes and 
consequences of a structural conflict between the academic and vocational routes, which persists despite 
the introduction of a policy designed to encourage mobility between these two routes as part of lifelong 
learning.

The difficult road to equal opportunities in educational pathway choices in Germany	 p. 143
Werner Zettelmeier
This article looks at an essential aspect of equal opportunities in access to education in Germany, namely 
the choice of pathway in a differentiated and hierarchical secondary education system between several 
streams of different duration and pedagogical content. This choice, strongly determined by the pupil’s 
social background, is made at the end of the four-year elementary school. Since the 1970s, the West 
German public authorities have been gradually introducing a guidance system, with the teacher-adviser 
in each school acting as the prime mover. In the second part of the article, a case study from the state of 
Bavaria will analyze the role of these teachers.

A view on the factors influencing the educational choices of teenagers in Uruguay	 p. 155
Nilia Viscardi Etchart
In Uruguay, at the end of the fourth year of secondary education, pupils have to define their subsequent 
education pathway by choosing specific options. This article considers the factors that influence 
teenagers’ choices and the context of their education pathways when this choice has to be made, i.e. at 
the age of 15. The analysis focuses on the vocational guidance offered as part of the curriculum; the role 
of education players and psychologists in secondary schools; and the influence of the family. While in 
recent years more young people from low-income families have managed to succeed in the education 
system, inequalities persist and are reproduced at secondary school level when it comes to choosing a 
course of study.
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Education choices in France: between project and selection	 p. 163
Marie Duru-Bellat
While the direct transmission of a profession from parent to child is now disqualified in France, as 
in most comparable countries, guiding young people towards a profession is still an issue of crucial 
importance. Supposedly based on academic merit, it gives decisive weight to schooling. Since the 1960s, 
policies have opened up access to education and sought to make curricula less dependent on pupils’ 
social background. But over and above inequalities in attainment, parents’ efforts to maximise their 
children’s chances mean that the choices they make remain closely linked to their detailed knowledge of 
an increasingly complex system. Young people’s ‘choices’ depend on a socially diversified self-selection 
process, incorporating unequal constraints (greater or lesser risk of failure, weight of geographical 
origin or gender stereotypes, etc.), and relating to schooling rather than professional outcomes. As long 
as school pathways continue to be shaped by social background, and as long as young people and their 
families anticipate professions that are unequally desirable, student pathways will reflect neither the 
merit nor the plans of individual pupils.




