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The Pressures of Status Reproduction. Upper-Middle-Class Youth and 

the Transition to Higher Education in Germany and the United States 

 

Abstract 

 

This dissertation offers a comparative analysis of American and German 

upper-middle-class teenagers and their schooling and socialization 

experiences prior to the transition from secondary to post-secondary 

education. Drawing on qualitative fieldwork conducted in seven secondary 

schools located in the Greater Boston area and Berlin, including more than 

180 interviews with students, the study examines how high-SES youth in the 

US and Germany prepare for the entry into post-secondary education and 

construct their adolescent selves as they seek to gain admission to high-status 

universities or fields of study. The findings of the study bring to light far-

reaching differences in the socialization experiences of American and German 

upper-middle-class adolescents despite their common social class 

background. While the American system of selective college admissions 

encourages college-bound adolescents to cultivate a “market self” that is 

marked by traits such as self-marketing and resume-building, the system of 
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admission to German universities does not have a comparable effect on the 

self-concept formation of German upper-middle-class teenagers. I argue that 

these cross-national differences result from differences in the institutional 

structures that govern university admissions, and higher education more 

broadly, in the two countries: While the American system of post-secondary 

education is marked by a strong market orientation, German higher 

education remains informed by a bureaucratic state logic – despite growing 

efforts by German policymakers to introduce market-based principles of 

higher education governance. With these findings, my dissertation provides 

novel comparative insights into the relationship between educational 

institutions and class-specific socialization processes and shows how this 

relationship, in turn, can shape young people’s self-concept formation in 

distinct ways. 
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INTRODUCTION 

In the last two decades, large-scale economic transformations have increased 

economic insecurity and fears of downward mobility among the middle classes of 

many advanced industrial countries. An international body of scholarship 

suggests that middle-class parents have responded to this development by 

intensifying their efforts to protect their children against downward mobility. 

Research also shows that young people face increased achievement expectations 

as overall levels of educational attainment and demand for high-skilled labor 

have risen.  

Against the background of these macro-social changes, this dissertation 

compares the schooling and socialization experiences of upper-middle-class 

teenagers growing up in two post-industrial societies. Drawing on over 160 semi-

structured interviews with students attending socially privileged secondary 

schools in Boston and Berlin and 300 hours of school-based ethnographic 

fieldwork, I compare how high-SES teens in Germany and the United States 

navigate school, plan for the future, and construct their emerging selves as they 

approach the entry to higher education.  

Conventional sociological accounts of the schooling experiences of high-SES 

youth stress the far-ranging advantages that privileged youth enjoy in navigating 

educational institutions. High-SES adolescents have parents with extensive 

economic capital at their disposal that they can invest into the education of their 

children. Moreover, high-SES students’ background also equips them with 
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critical cultural resources that are valued by educational institutions (e.g., 

Bourdieu and Passeron 1964; Calarco 2011). In addition, classical sociological 

accounts of the social reproduction of advantage tend to privilege the actions and 

perspectives of parents over those of their children. While there is a large 

sociological literature on the parenting practices and social reproduction 

strategies of high-SES parents, research on the intersection of status 

reproduction and high-SES youth has remained comparatively scarce. 

In this dissertation, I take a different approach. Rather than focusing on the 

role of parents, I examine social reproduction processes from the perspective of 

adolescents. Such a change in perspective is necessitated by the far-reaching 

changes that have affected the social mobility regimes of advanced industrial 

societies in the last 20–30 years (Jackson and Grusky 2018). Due to a confluence 

of developments, processes of status reproduction have become fraught with 

more uncertainty and higher stakes. As a result, parental resources and 

interventions alone no longer seem sufficient for the successful transmission of 

social status from one generation to the next. Rather, the social reproduction of 

advantages has come to require a concerted collective effort from both parents 

and their children. Thus, rather than treating middle-class children as passive 

objects of parental interventions, we need to conceptualize them as active agents 

of social reproduction (for a similar argument, see Calarco 2018). 

Second, while extant research tends to emphasize how the social background 

of high-SES youth and children puts them at an advantage in navigating 

educational institutions, I am interested in the potentially double-edged nature 
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of privilege. As they grow up, young people from a high-SES background face high 

parental expectations (Ciciolla et al. 2017). Moreover, attaining the same social 

status as their parents can demand a tremendous amount of self-discipline and 

hard work (Demerath et al. 2008). The reproduction of advantage is thus not 

necessarily a frictionless process, but rather may impose emotional and mental 

costs on children from high-SES families – similar to the way upward social 

mobility can take a toll on individuals’ well-being and social relationships (see 

Friedman 2016; Curl et al. 2018).  

In this dissertation, I show how this shift in perspective can provide us with a 

more refined understanding of social reproduction processes in post-industrial 

societies at the beginning of the twenty-first century. In doing so, I build not only 

on research in the sociology of education and social stratification, but also on 

scholarship in cultural sociology on the relationship between individuals’ 

subjective experiences and larger institutional structures and economic change 

(building on Mehta and Davies 2018). In response to the rise of neoliberalism and 

other social changes in the last few decades, sociologists have developed a 

growing interest in how individuals and families cope with adversity, economic 

uncertainty, and the threat of downward mobility (Sennett 1998; Silva 2013; 

Sharone 2014; Pugh 2015). In this dissertation, I extend this line of research by 

examining the socialization and schooling experiences of high-SES youth in a 

time of growing uncertainty.  

To do so, I compare the experiences of individuals who come from a similar 

class background but are growing up in societies with vastly different educational 
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institutions and distinct pathways to social reproduction. High-SES teenagers in 

the United States grow up in a society in which higher education plays a 

particularly crucial role in social reproduction processes. At the point of 

transition to higher education, they enter a system of post-secondary education 

that is marked by a high degree of inequality in prestige and resources between 

institutions (Clotfelter 2017). This institutional stratification has given rise to a 

highly competitive system of admission to post-secondary education that exerts 

considerable pressure on high-SES adolescents (see Demerath 2009; Redding 

2013; Weis et al. 2014) as they compete with other students for admission to the 

country’s top research universities and colleges (Hoxby 2009; Bound et al. 2009). 

In contrast, high-SES teenagers in Germany grow up in a society in which the 

transition to higher education has traditionally played a less stratifying role in the 

lives of young adults because they already have an initial moment of social sorting 

behind them, due to the country’s system of tracked secondary schooling 

(Kerckhoff 2001) and because the German system of higher education is less 

differentiated and hierarchical than that of the US (Lenhardt 2005; Shavit et al. 

2007). These institutional conditions have given rise to a system of university 

admissions that is configured in a vastly different way from the American system 

(for an overview of the main differences, see chapter 2). In this dissertation, I 

examine how these two systems of higher education admissions – in conjunction 

with differences in the social reproduction strategies of umc families and larger 

economic conditions – shape the socialization experiences of American and 

German high-SES adolescents in distinct ways. 
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Status Reproduction in an Age of Uncertainty 

In the second half of the twentieth century, most advanced industrial societies 

of the Global North have seen a marked expansion of the middle class and rising 

standards of living. Starting in the last part of the twentieth century, however, 

this trend has come to a halt due a combination of social and economic changes. 

Large-scale economic changes such as globalization and outsourcing have led to 

a decline in manufacturing and stable long-term employment (see e.g., Rifkin 

1995; Kalleberg 2011). At the same time, the diffusion of neoliberal policies has 

weakened the welfare state and social safety nets, putting more responsibility into 

the hands of individual members of society (Prasad 2006; Hacker 2006).  

Together, these developments have led to a marked increase in income and 

wealth inequalities (Piketty 2014), while opportunities for upward mobility have 

declined (Chetty et al. 2014; Schimank et al. 2014; Nachtwey 2016). In 

conjunction with major economic crises throughout the world, these trends have 

given rise to what some theorists have termed a new “age of uncertainty” 

(Bauman 2013). Middle-class families in many parts of the developed world must 

now consider the possibility that their children may never attain a better standard 

of living than they have, or even an equal standard (Butler and Savage 2013; Bude 

2014; Cooper 2014) – a development that has fueled fears of downward mobility 

among the middle classes of many countries (see e.g., Ehrenreich 1989; Mau 

2012; Leicht and Fitzgerald 2014). 

A large body of sociological research suggests that the growing economic 

insecurity has led members of the middle class to make increased investments in 
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the reproduction of their social status (Ball 1993; Schimank et al. 2014). These 

intensified social reproduction efforts have been particularly well-documented 

with respect to the parenting practices of middle-class parents. In American 

sociology, as well as internationally, there is now a large literature that details 

how middle-class families mobilize various forms of capital and turn them into 

educational advantages for their children (Lareau 2003; Brantlinger 2003; 

Kaufman 2005; Calarco 2014; Van Zanten 2015). This line of research also shows 

that middle-class parents have intensified their parenting practices in the last few 

decades (Snellman et al. 2015; Schneider et al. 2018) – as evidenced, for example, 

by the expansion of shadow education (Aurini et al. 2013) and the diffusion of 

tropes such as “helicopter parents” and “tiger moms” in popular parenting 

discourses (Perrier 2013). 

At the same time, research also shows that the transition into adulthood has 

become more fragile in recent decades. A changing economy and growing 

economic insecurity have rendered it increasingly difficult for young people to 

achieve traditional markers of adulthood  (e.g., Blossfeld 2005; Settersten et al. 

2005; Heinz 2009; Silva 2013). While this is particularly true for young people 

from already disadvantaged social backgrounds (Solga 2005; DeLuca et al. 2016), 

a growing body of research suggests that university graduates and the children of 

middle-class families are increasingly affected by economic insecurity and 

precarity as well (Newman 2012, West and Lewis 2017). Numerous studies show 

that it has become more difficult for young adults from a middle-class 

background to find stable long-term employment, and many of them remain 
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financially dependent on their parents well into their 20s (Arum and Roksa 2014; 

Tevington 2018). 

Simultaneously, young people are facing increased achievement expectations. 

With the worldwide expansion of education in the last 40–50 years, the pursuit 

of post-secondary credentials has become a new norm for middle-class youth in 

many developed countries (e.g., Schofer and Meyer 2005; Baker 2014). In today’s 

economy, however, obtaining a post-secondary education no longer guarantees 

access to a secure middle-class lifestyle (Blossfeld 2005; Brown et al. 2011), and 

adversities such as job insecurity and long-term unemployment increasingly 

affect the college-educated (see e.g., Lane 2011; Sharone 2014). These 

developments are pressuring young adults from a middle-class background to 

stay in school even longer and pursue more exclusive educational credentials to 

maintain their relative social standing (Lucas 2001).  

While parents’ responses to these developments have been the subject of 

extensive research, very little research has focused on the perspective of students 

from a high-SES background. Compared to the now extensive sociological 

literature on middle-class parenting practices and strategies, only few studies to 

date have looked at (upper-)middle-class social reproduction strategies from the 

perspective of (upper-)middle-class children. As a result, we know little about 

how high-SES youth think about their future in the present time of uncertainty 

and how they respond to the increased achievement expectations they confront. 

In this dissertation, I help to fill this gap by studying the schooling and 

socialization experiences of teenagers from an upper-middle-class background.  
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I focus on adolescents from an upper-middle-class family background 

because status reproduction has been shown to be a particularly salient concern 

for members of this segment of society. Often defined as the “professional and 

managerial class” (Lamont 1992a), the upper middle class (umc) is the most 

resourceful faction of the middle class because its members have at their disposal 

a particularly high level of economic, cultural and social capital. At the same time, 

however, the umc is haunted by the same status insecurity as the rest of the 

middle class. Unlike members of the upper class, who are wealthy enough to live 

off their accumulated assets, members of the umc must continually invest in the 

maintenance of their social status (Schimank et al. 2014). This necessity of status 

maintenance makes social reproduction a particularly thorny issue for the umc. 

On the one hand, the resources available to umc families confer many advantages 

on their children as they grow up, especially compared to children from middle- 

and working-class backgrounds (McDonough 1997; Cookson 2013; Holland 

2019). However, at the same time, umc children also have the highest bar to clear 

to reproduce the social status of their parents. Thus, in the competition for 

educational credentials and future life-chances, umc children may face a 

particularly strong pressure to succeed. In this dissertation, I examine these 

dynamics of status reproduction more closely by focusing on the socialization 

experiences of umc teenagers before the entry to higher education. 

Schooling, Socialization and Self-Concept Formation 

In this dissertation, I build on classical sociological arguments about the role 

of education in the social integration of individuals into society. Sociologists have 
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long conceptualized schools – and education as a social system more broadly – 

as a central agent of socialization (Parsons 1959; Coleman 1961; Dreeben 1968). 

From this perspective, educational institutions are social institutions tasked not 

only with transmitting knowledge and skills to young members of society, but 

also with socializing young people into the values and norms of adult society. 

Sociologists have studied socialization processes in the context of educational 

institutions from a range of theoretical perspectives. In this dissertation, I build 

on work in the tradition of symbolic interactionism that can be traced back to the 

foundational work of Herbert Mead and Charles Cooley. Mead and Cooley 

famously argued that the self is a reflexive phenomenon that emerges out of 

interaction with others (Cooley 1902; Mead 1934). By extension, from a symbolic 

interactionist perspective, socialization as a social process is central to 

individuals’ formation of self. It involves “not merely the process of learning rules 

and norms or behavior patterns” but also “the development of identities” and 

“self-concepts” – how individuals think about themselves (Gecas 2001: 14526). 

Individuals’ self-concepts, in turn, are important to understand because they 

have “real consequences.” They exert a causal influence on individuals’ actions.1 

This connection between self-concepts and action has been empirically 

demonstrated by a variety of scholars working in the tradition of symbolic 

interactionism (see e.g., Gross 2002). Moreover, it is also implicitly present in 

�
1 For example, Gecas (2001: 14526) writes: “Commitment to identities, especially those based on 
important roles and values, is a source of motivation for individuals to act in accordance with 
the behavioral expectations implied by these identities” 
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classic texts of the discipline such as Max Weber’s The Protestant Ethic and the 

Spirit of Capitalism.2  

That said, in the sociology of education, the study of self-concepts does not 

hold a particularly prominent position. Mainstream sociologists of education 

more commonly focus on more “tangible” outcomes of interest, including 

inequalities in educational attainment and achievement, mechanisms of social 

reproduction and the relationship between education and social mobility 

(compare Mehta and Davies 2018). However, even though it never managed to 

take hold in the mainstream of sociology of education, a symbolic interactionist 

perspective on schooling and its influence on self-concept formation has 

informed a number of classic contributions to the sociology of education. A 

prominent example is Paul Willis’ (1977) now canonical study of the socialization 

of working-class youth in England. Based on an ethnographic study of working-

class boys, Willis’ analysis shows how young working-class boys’ identities and 

self-concepts develop in interaction with (or better: opposition to) educational 

institutions. Other studies that demonstrate the same point include Shamus 

Khan’s (2011) study of American upper- and upper-middle-class adolescents at 

an elite boarding school and Jay MacLeod’s (2008) study of the socialization 

experiences of a group of poor teenagers growing up in California.  

In all these instances, teenagers’ identity and way of thinking about 

themselves are shown to be shaped in crucial ways through their interaction with 

�
2 For arguably, the work ethic that early capitalists derived from their religious beliefs entailed 
not only a particular worldview but also a particular way of thinking about the self and about 
their role in the world.  
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educational institutions and with the norms and rules these institutions seek to 

impose on young people. Yet a key takeaway from the work of these scholars is 

that the transmission of norms and values that educational institutions are 

entrusted with is far from linear. Rather, this transmission always involves 

negotiation: Young people may selectively accept some norms, but not others, or 

they may even reject the norms propagated by schools altogether. Thus, the self-

concepts that young people develop are never simply a straightforward product 

of their social environment (the families they are born into, the schools they 

attend, etc.) but are also a product of their own decisions and actions. In other 

words, young people are active contributors to their own socialization. 

A second key takeaway pertains to the relationship between social class and 

socialization. It is well-established in the sociological literature that young 

people’s socialization experiences are profoundly shaped by their class 

background. This is first and foremost the case due to class differences in the 

parenting styles and role expectations of low- and high-SES families (Kohn 1989; 

Lareau 2003), but to an important extent the “classed” nature of socialization is 

also a product of the different educational experiences that students from low- 

and high-SES families are exposed to (Kerckhoff 1972; McDonough 1997). The 

schooling experiences of students attending an elite boarding school or a high-

performing high school in an affluent suburb are widely different from those of 

students who attend an under-resourced and problem-ridden inner-city school 

(Kozol 1991; Cookson 2013). Their experiences are different not only because of 

their unequal access to resources (through their school and their communities 



12 

more broadly), but also because they are offered different visions of their future 

selves – and skills and tools to pursue these visions – from their immediate social 

environment. 

Building on these various lines of work, this dissertation is concerned with the 

formation of self of adolescents from a high-SES background and the ways their 

self-concept formation is influenced by the educational institutions they attend. 

Of course, this does not imply that individuals’ identity is exclusively a product of 

their interaction with educational institutions – other important agents of 

socialization, such as the family, peer groups, youth subculture and the media, 

influence young people’s self-concepts as well. However, to the extent that 

educational institutions (and their norms and rules) are an extension of  the 

norms of adult society, the self-concepts that young people develop as they go 

through the process of becoming full-blown members of society are likely to be 

particularly foundational for individuals’ status attainment later in life. 

Status Reproduction and the Entry to Post-Secondary 

Education 

Since educational credentials have evolved into one of the main determinants 

of social status in modern societies, sociologists have long recognized the role that 

higher education plays in shaping individuals’ life-chances and position in society 

(e.g., Collins 1979; Bourdieu 1996; Baker 2014). Classic contributions to this line 

of research often stress the economic and symbolic returns to the attainment of 

post-secondary credentials. There is a large body of empirical research showing 

that individuals with post-secondary credentials consistently enjoy higher 



13 

earnings and better life outcomes than individuals who do not. Both scholars and 

politicians have therefore long touted post-secondary education as a key vehicle 

of social mobility and a crucial gateway to a middle-class lifestyle (Torche 2011).  

With the worldwide expansion of participation in secondary and post-

secondary education in the last 40–50 years (Schofer and Meyer 2005), however, 

the attainment of educational credentials such as a high school diploma or a 

bachelor’s degree has become increasingly common. This development has 

changed the exchange value of educational credentials on the labor market, 

similar to the way money loses its value in a situation of inflation (Collins 2002; 

Van de Werfhorst 2009; Horowitz 2018). Degrees that once promised access to a 

secure middle-class lifestyle can no longer guarantee the same today (Mettler 

2014; Goldrick-Rab 2016). Thus, for example, while a college degree once 

represented the main gateway to a middle-class lifestyle in America, job 

insecurity and long-term unemployment now increasingly affect the college-

educated too (Sharone 2014).  

Responding to this development, sociologists of education have argued that 

the expansion of education has led to an increase in “horizontal stratification” 

within higher education (Gerber and Cheung 2008). According to this theory, 

inequalities in access to post-secondary education have been gradually replaced 

by unequal returns to post-secondary education that are the result of differences 

between post-secondary institutions or fields of study. This theory is supported 

by an international body of empirical research that points to a growing demand 
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for access to more exclusive and hence more valuable post-secondary credentials 

(e.g., Shavit et al. 2007; Alon 2009). 

In virtually all advanced industrial societies, the entry to post-secondary 

education has therefore evolved into an important site of social stratification 

(Shavit et al. 2007; Stevens et al. 2008). As young adults enter higher education, 

they sort themselves and are sorted into different fields of study and different 

post-secondary institutions. This sorting matters for individuals’ long-term life-

chances because it directs them not only toward different occupational fields, but 

also toward careers with different material and symbolic returns (on the notion 

of educational institutions as sorting machines, see Domina et al. 2017). 

Of course, this is not to imply that an individual’s position in society is 

exclusively determined by the entry to higher education. The entry to higher 

education is only one in a series of events and stages in the life-course that play a 

role in the intergenerational transmission of status. A large body of scholarship 

shows that students’ trajectory through higher education, including their 

experiences in college, the entry into graduate school, and the transition from 

school to work, plays an equally important role in determining key outcomes that 

are of interest to sociologists of inequality (Neckerman and Torche 2007). 

However, one aspect that renders the entry to higher education particularly 

interesting is the timing of this transition point in the life-course. In most 

societies, young people enter higher education between the ages of 16 and 20, a 

stage during which young people become more independent and develop the 

foundations of their adult identities (Erikson 1980). During this stage in the life-
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course, commonly referred to as adolescence, young people’s self-concepts are 

still evolving and are therefore particularly malleable (Csikszentmihalyi and 

Larson 1986). This makes the transition from secondary to post-secondary 

education an especially interesting context for analyzing the relationship between 

status reproduction processes and high-SES teenagers’ formation of self. 

The Entry to Higher Education and Status Reproduction in 

Comparative Perspective 

This dissertation examines status reproduction processes at the point of 

entry to higher education from a comparative perspective. In using a 

comparative perspective, I build on a rich tradition of research in cultural 

sociology that has used the analytical leverage of comparison to gain insight into 

how cultural processes such as group identification and stigmatization vary 

across societies (e.g., Lamont 1992b; Biernacki 1995; Saguy 2003; Sharone 2014; 

Lamont et al. 2016).3 In this study, I use the comparative method to shed light on 

cross-national differences in the socialization experiences of high-SES youth who 

are growing up in two societies that are marked by vastly different economic, 

social and political institutions. 

American teenagers grow up in the world’s leading liberal market economy 

(Hall and Soskice 2001) and in a society that is marked by a high level of social 

inequality (Grusky and Kricheli-Katz 2012). German adolescents, in contrast, 

�
3 In addition, I draw inspiration from research in comparative politics and political sociology, 

which have used the comparative method to document cross-national differences in the design of 
political and social institutions (e.g., Hall and Soskice 2001) and to examine the effects of these 
institutional differences on a range of micro- and macro-level outcomes (e.g., Thelen 2004). 
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grow up in a society that is marked by somewhat lower levels of inequality 

(Holtmann et al. 2010; Hertel 2017) and a political economy in which the state 

and unions play a greater role in keeping the market in check (Peacock and 

Willgerodt 1989). These differences between the political economies of the 

United States and Germany also extend to the institutional structures of each 

country’s education system.  

The United States has a long tradition of private education institutions, and 

some of the most reputed schools and universities of the country are private 

organizations with a tendency to behave “less like civil service organizations and 

more like self-interested corporations” (Stevens and Gebre-Medhin 2016; see 

also Slaughter and Rhoades 2004). Moreover, due to the deep-rooted American 

belief in individualism and meritocracy, education is widely viewed as a means 

for personal advancement rather than a “public good” (Labaree 2010) – even 

though the US is home to the world’s largest public school system. In contrast, in 

Germany the state plays a much stronger role in the funding and provision of 

higher education. German society does not have a tradition of elite private schools 

or universities (Lenhardt 2005). Moreover, education is widely treated as a public 

good, as evidenced by policies such as free public higher education.  

As I will discuss in more detail in chapter 2, these institutional differences 

have given rise to two higher education systems that differ widely not only in their 

structure but also in how they structure status reproduction processes in each 

society. In this dissertation, I leverage these cross-national differences by asking: 

How do upper-middle-class youth in the US and Germany think about their 
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futures, pursue post-secondary options and construct their adolescent selves in a 

time of increased uncertainty? And what influence do the distinct institutional 

structures of the American and German education systems exert on young 

people’s schooling experiences and formation of self? 

The Study 

To understand how American and German umc teenagers construct their 

selves as they approach the end of upper-secondary education, I conducted two 

years of qualitative fieldwork in three American high schools and four German 

university-preparatory secondary schools, focusing on schools that cater to a 

predominantly high-SES student population. As part of this fieldwork, I 

interviewed more than 160 students, as well as teachers, counselors and other 

school staff. In each country, I focused on schools located in a major metropolitan 

area: the Greater Boston area in the US and the city of Berlin in Germany. A 

comparison of umc youth in these two locations cannot illuminate differences 

within each country – e.g., between regions or between smaller cities and major 

economic and cultural centers – but it can shed light on cross-national differences 

between the schooling experiences of umc teenagers in major metropolitan 

centers. 

Overview of Main Findings 

My research provides an in-depth portrait of the schooling experiences of umc 

teenagers growing up in the United States and Germany. My comparative 

analysis reveals that umc youth in both countries find themselves confronted with 

a range of similar decisions and pressures as they prepare for the transition to 
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college or university (e.g., how to balance schoolwork with time spent with 

friends), but profound differences exist with respect to how the institutional 

structure of each country’s higher education system shapes umc teenagers’ 

schooling experiences and formation of self.  

On the most general level, my data indicates that the entry to post-secondary 

education exerts a much stronger influence on the schooling experiences of 

American umc adolescents than on their German peers. This is evidenced across 

a number of measures, such as the amount of time that American students spend 

planning for college and the extent of the anxiety they report when talking about 

college. University-bound students in Germany, in contrast, experience less 

achievement pressure as they approach the entry to post-secondary education, 

and their planning for post-secondary education is less rationalized.   

My research also shows that the distinct institutional structures of the 

American and German education systems lead umc teenagers to construct 

distinct selves as they approach the entry to higher education. The American 

system of selective college admissions encourages adolescents to cultivate a 

“market self” that is marked by traits such as self-marketing and resume-

building. The system of admission to German universities, in contrast, 

encourages university-bound umc teenagers to cultivate what I propose to term 

a “student self.” To be sure, these two selves are by no means hegemonic. As I will 

discuss in more detail in chapters 3 and 4, umc youth in both the US and Germany 

vary in their aspirations and achievement orientations and display a variety of 

responses to the pressures of status reproduction.  
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These findings contribute to several bodies of sociological scholarship, 

including research on youth socialization, education and status reproduction. 

The main contribution of this dissertation comes from its comparative 

perspective, which shows that educational institutions can have distinct effects 

on individuals’ formation of self by promoting vastly different templates of the 

“ideal self.” This suggests that even in an age of globalization and in the face of 

growing isomorphism in national education systems (Baker and LeTendre 2005; 

Ramirez 2006), the institutional legacy of national educational institutions 

continues to matter. 

In addition, the findings extend the comparative research on youth in cultural 

sociology. Prior research has documented cross-national differences in how the 

meaning of youth is constructed in the legal domain or the domestic sphere (see 

e.g., Van de Velde 2008; Schalet 2011). My research extends this line of work by 

drawing attention to cross-national differences in the expectations that different 

education systems impose on young people and the implications these differences 

have for young people’s formation of self.  While umc teenagers growing up in the 

US are caught up in an arms race  to outperform each other in the accumulation 

of extracurricular activities and academic credentials for college (Weis et al. 

2014), umc teenagers in Germany enjoy more room for the development of their 

emerging adult identities and personal interests. These findings suggest that 

educational institutions and their standards of evaluation play an important role 

in how culturally specific understandings of youth are constructed.  
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Last but not least, these findings offer a glimpse into the class culture of the 

American and German umc. The distinctive traits I identify in the socialization 

experiences of German and American umc teenagers, in fact, have much in 

common with the life-worlds of their parents. For example, the full-to-bursting 

schedules and competitive mindset of American high school students mirror the 

busyness and workplace culture of their umc parents. Comparative studies have 

long found that American workers work very long hours (Hochschild 1997; Schor 

2008), and research shows that this is particularly true for highly educated 

“professional, managerial, and technical workers” (Jacobs and Gerson 1998). In 

contrast, German students routinely draw symbolic boundaries between school 

and their personal lives. This attitude toward school may be rooted in a broader 

cultural understanding of the meaning of work in German society. Comparative 

time use studies show that members of the German employees work shorter 

hours than their American peers (Bell and Freeman 2005), and ethnographic 

studies of the lives of German middle-class families have not documented the 

same degree of “time crunch” as studies of the inner life of American families 

(Nelson 2010; Cooper 2014). Thus, although I focus exclusively on umc 

adolescents, rather than on their parents, my cross-national comparison can also 

provide insight into the distinct class cultures of the American and German umc. 

Organization of the Thesis 

The dissertation is divided into six chapters. Chapter 1 describes the research 

on which this dissertation is based. Chapter 2 offers a description of the main 

institutional differences between the American system of selective college 
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admissions and the German system of university admissions. Chapter 3 develops 

an in-depth comparison of the selves that umc teenagers cultivate as they 

approach the entry to higher education. The following two chapters offer separate 

analyses of the schooling experiences of American and German umc adolescents, 

respectively. Finally, the concluding chapter of the dissertation offers a summary 

of the main findings of the study and their implication for theory and future 

research. 
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CHAPTER 1 

A NOTE ON METHODS 

In an age in which much comparative research in the sociology of education 

draws on quantitative data from large-scale international assessment studies 

(compare Bray 2014), I opted to rely on extensive qualitative onsite fieldwork for 

the purpose of my study. Qualitative onsite fieldwork was an appropriate choice 

for my study since there are no existing datasets that provide comparative 

insights into the aspirations, experiences and achievement orientation of high-

SES teenagers prior to the entry to post-secondary education. Moreover, the use 

of qualitative methods allowed me to gain a more in-depth look into students’ 

experiences than more standard methods such as surveys could have provided. 

In the following, I describe my comparative research design, my research 

methods and the data I collected in more detail. 

Operationalization of Social Class  

Much sociological research on social inequality and education is concerned 

with documenting disparities between students (or families) from different socio-

economic background. Due to this normative concern with social justice, it has 

become a common approach in the sociology of education to study educational 

practices and experiences across class -  especially in research on students’ 

pathways to post-secondary education (e.g., Mickelson 1980; McDonough 1997; 



23 

Holland 2019). In contrast to this common approach, this dissertation focuses 

solely on youth from a high-SES family background.   

More specifically, the empirical focus of the study lies on adolescents from an 

upper-middle-class family background. Colloquially, the upper-middle-class is 

often defined as the “professional and managerial class” (compare, Lamont 

1992a):  That is, prototypical members of the umc include doctors, lawyers, 

professors, managers, consultants, higher civil servants, bankers and other highly 

educated individuals. 

Any comparison of social classes across national contexts, however, must take 

into consideration the specific meaning that a given class attribute carries in a 

given country. This is particularly true in the case of the category “upper-middle-

class.” While the term “upper-middle-class” is widely established in both 

sociological research and public discourse in the United States, the label “upper-

middle-class” (‘obere Mittelschicht”) is less widely used in Germany. This is 

mostly the case because there are a number of competing social categories that 

have a comparable meaning, including “Bildungsbuerger”, “obere Mitte” or 

“Akademiker”, which might be translated as “educational elite”, “upper middle” 

or “college-graduates” (compare Blackbourn and Evans 1991). 

To address this issue of comparability, I use a multi-dimensional definition of 

the upper-middle-class for the purpose of this study. Following conventional 

definitions in sociology, I define membership in the upper-middle-class not only 

in terms of income or other economic factors, but also in terms of education and 

occupational status (Lamont 1992a; Van Zanten 2015; Méndez and Gayo 2018). 
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Following this conventional view, I define adolescents’ class membership with 

reference to the household income, occupation, and level of education of their 

parents (for more details on how exactly I operationalize these three dimensions 

to classify adolescents’ class background, see the section on sampling below). In 

addition to securing the comparability of class categories across national context, 

this multi-dimensional definition of class membership helps us avoid reducing 

individuals’ class membership to a single measure of their family background.  

Site Selection 

The data for this study comes from qualitative school-based research 

conducted in the Greater Boston area in the US and the city of Berlin in Germany 

between September 2017 and June 2018. By limiting my data collection to one 

research site in each country, I follow a standard practice in cross-national 

qualitative research (compare e.g., Lamont 1992a; Carter 2012; Lamont et al. 

2016). Of course, such a research design cannot illuminate important regional 

differences within each country. For example, one might contend that the 

schooling experiences of umc teenagers growing up in the American Midwest or 

South are different from the experience of those growing up in New England due 

to cultural and institutional differences (e.g., the higher concentration of elite 

private colleges and universities in the Northeast). However, even though a 

comparison of umc youth in Berlin and the Greater Boston area is likely to 

overlook such within-country variation, the comparison can illuminate important 

cross-national differences. 
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The selection of Berlin and the Greater Boston area was based on a 

combination of pragmatic and analytical reasons. I chose to conduct research in 

the Greater Boston area because of my place of residence at the start of this 

research project. For the international portion of my research, I looked for a 

comparable cultural and economic center in Germany and settled on Berlin. This 

choice was based on a number of structural similarities between Berlin and the 

Greater Boston area. 

One important structural similarity is the role of the higher education sector in 

both cities. Both metropolitan areas are major hubs for higher education, with a 

reputation that extends beyond their respective national contexts. The Greater 

Boston area – and the region of New England more broadly – is widely known for 

its high density of higher education institutions. Several of America’s oldest and 

most prestigious colleges and universities are located in the Greater Boston area. 

Berlin, in turn, is the home of Humboldt University, which is widely regarded as 

the first university worldwide to pioneer the Humboldtian model of higher 

education, which rests on the foundation of the integration of teaching and 

research (Meyer 2017).  

Second, both cities are major cultural and economic centers that count a 

substantial proportion of highly educated middle- and upper-middle-class 

families among their residents. Although there are no doubt differences in the 

composition of their populations, and even though there is no reliable data on the 

occupational status of the residents of each metropolitan area, the large 

concentration of higher education institutions, law firms, international 
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corporations and top-notch hospitals in both Berlin and the Greater Boston area 

can be treated as a proxy for the number of highly educated professionals, 

including professors, lawyers, doctors, managers, and engineers, who reside in 

each city. 

Of course, the comparison is not perfectly symmetrical. There are also 

important differences between the two cities that are likely to matter for the 

present study. For example, the Greater Boston area is home to a thriving 

biopharmaceutical and financial sector, while Berlin is not. Berlin, in turn, hosts 

a large number of public sector employees and a comparatively large media and 

entertainment sector due to its status as the capital of Germany. These differences 

in the local economies are likely to go hand in hand with differences in the 

composition of the cities’ populations. The population of Berlin might encompass 

a larger proportion of the political and cultural fraction of the German umc, while 

Boston is likely to encompass a larger proportion of the business fraction of the 

American umc. 

Second, there are major historical differences in the status of each city over 

time. After being the unchallenged center of the Prussian State and the various 

iterations of the German Republic all the way to the Third Reich, Berlin endured 

a prolonged period of separation after the Second World War with the division of 

the country into West and East Germany. During this period, West Berlin was an 

exclave of the German Federal Republic surrounded by East Germany and did 

not play a major role in the socialization of members of the West German elite 

but rather gained a reputation for attracting artists, bohemians and leftist 
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intellectuals (Large 2000). Only after the reunification of Germany and the 

relocation of the capital of the reunified Republic from Bonn to Berlin in the early 

1990s did the city become once again a vibrant political, cultural and economic 

center and regain its former status as the main training ground of members of the 

German elite. In contrast, the Greater Boston area had no comparable rupture in 

its history or in the reputation of its key educational institutions.4  

I draw attention to these differences between the research sites because they 

have potential implications for the interpretation of the data collected in each 

site. Because the two research contexts are not perfectly symmetrical, special 

analytical care will be needed to disentangle differences that are truly cross-

national and differences that are merely a product of the specific sites that were 

chosen for the study. 

Selection of schools 

Given my interest in the relationship between educational sorting processes 

and adolescents’ socialization experiences, schools were a natural point of entry 

for my data collection. The research for this study was conducted at three well-

resourced high schools located in suburban communities in the Greater Boston 

�
4 Lastly, one could also mention differences in the reputations of the public school systems of 

the two cities. Public schools in the Greater Boston area have a reputation for being some of the 
best schools in the entire country. In state-mandated standardized assessments, suburban 
schools in the Greater Boston area regularly achieve excellent results. In contrast, the reputation 
of the public school system of Berlin is less favorable. In comparison to public schools in other 
parts of Germany, schools in Berlin are known to be under-resourced, and students in Berlin have 
been shown to perform less well on standardized tests than students in other parts of the country.  
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area, and four university-preparatory secondary schools located in better-off 

neighborhoods of the city of Berlin. The American schools include two public 

suburban high schools and one private school, while the German schools 

encompass three public Gymnasium schools and one Integrated Secondary 

School, all four of which are public. 

I decided to include four rather than three schools in my research in Berlin 

because German upper-secondary schools tend to be substantially smaller than 

American high schools, as measured by the size of their student population. 

Moreover, it is common for German upper-secondary schools to have a particular 

“profile,” such as an emphasis on ancient languages, music, or math and science. 

Thus, by including four rather than three schools in my sample, I was able to gain 

insight into a broader range of types of schools. 

 The selection of schools was conducted based on the socio-economic 

composition of their student population. This was an appropriate strategy not 

only for my data collection in the US, where schools are known to be socio-

economically highly segregated due to residential income segregation (Owens 

2017), but also in Berlin, where scholars have documented a growing separation 

of low- and high-SES students due to growing levels of residential income 

segregation and the adoption of local school choice policies (Helbig and Nikolai 

2017).  

To identify eligible schools, I consulted available statistics on the socio-

economic composition of schools and school districts in each city. In addition, I 

relied on informational interviews with long-term residents and parents living in 
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Berlin and the Greater Boston area to glean “insider” knowledge about which 

schools enjoy a reputation for being “good schools” among middle- and upper-

middle-class parents. Due to Germany’s regulations, there was overall less 

statistical data available on the socio-economic composition of schools in Berlin. 

I therefore relied particularly strongly on informational interviews in the 

selection of schools for my research in Germany. 

In both sites, gaining research access to eligible schools required permission 

from the schools’ leadership. Several schools I contacted declined to participate 

in the study, citing resource constraints or the fact that the school was already 

participating in another research study.5 Thus, even though schools had to “opt 

in” to participate in the study, it is unlikely that there are systematic differences 

between the schools that did participate and those that did not.  

Table 1.1 provides an overview of the key organizational characteristics of the 

three American schools at which data was collected, while Table 1.2 summarizes 

the organizational characteristics of the four participating German schools. 

  

�
5 In addition to obtaining permission from school leaders, I obtained clearance to conduct my 

research from an ethics board at each research site. For my research in the Greater Boston area, 
I received approval from the IRB committee of Harvard University, while in Germany I received 
approval from the school-governing body of the city of Berlin.  
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Research Procedures 

Following the example of previous scholarship on meaning-making processes 

in educational institutions (Warikoo 2011; Carter 2012; Nunn 2014), I used a 

combination of semi-structured interviews and ethnographic observations to 

collect data on students’ schooling experiences and post-secondary plans across 

the seven participating schools.6 

Qualitative Interviews 

Following a rich tradition of interview-based research in cultural sociology 

(Swidler 2001, Lareau 2003, Hochschild 1989; Lamont 1992a), I chose 

qualitative semi-structured interviews as the methodological backbone of my 

study. While interviews have  limitations, as any research method does, they are 

particularly well-suited to providing insights into individuals’ understanding, 

experiences and self-concepts (Weiss 1994; Pugh 2015; Lamont and Swidler 

2014). The use of interviews was therefore appropriate for the purpose of the 

present study. 

Using schools as my primary access point, I recruited and interviewed a total 

of 75 American high school students and 86 university-bound upper-secondary 

school students in Berlin (see below for details on how respondents were 

recruited). Given my interest in the relationship between students’ post-

secondary aspirations and experiences during secondary school, most interviews 

�
6 I also conducted short surveys at two of the American schools and two of the German schools. 
Because I have yet to integrate the results of these surveys into my analysis, however, I have 
decided to exclude these surveys from the following discussion. 
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were conducted with students in either their junior or senior year, with a few 

exceptions (see table 1.3). In terms of gender, I aimed for a roughly equal 

breakdown between male and female respondents. 

Table 1.3:  Demographic characteristics of interview respondents 

 Greater Boston Berlin

By sex 

Female 36 44

Male 39 42

By grade level 

Junior 33 24

Senior 37 60

Other 5 2

By class 

Upper-middle-class 46 38

Middle-class 22 20

Working-class 3 4

Data missing  / 

classification pending 

4 24

Total 75 86

With the exception of a small number of interviews that were conducted in 

cafes, interviews were conducted on school property, typically an empty 

classroom or meeting room at the school. On average, interviews lasted 40 
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minutes (with a range of 20 to 86 minutes).7 Following standard practice, all 

interviews were recorded.8 In addition, I wrote down key insights, including the 

demographic characteristics of the respondent(s), immediately after each 

interview, resulting in a two- to three-page summary for each interview.  

The majority of interviews were conducted with individual respondents, but 

about a third of all interviews were conducted with either two or three 

participants at a time. The latter “group interviews” proved particularly helpful 

in eliciting lively and uncensored responses from students because they allowed 

respondents to react to and build on each other’s responses. However, a major 

challenge with group interviews was ensuring consistency in the topics covered 

while at the same time allowing for a natural flow of the conversation.  

Finally, all respondents received a gift card in return for their participation. In 

the Greater Boston area, I gave $5 gift cards to coffee shop chains such as 

Starbucks or Café Nero. In Berlin, I gave out 5 Euro gift cards to movie theaters. 

While offering an incentive to respondents can be a source of bias, the privileged 

socio-economic status of my population of respondents, in combination with the 

small value of the reward, make this incentive an unlikely source of selection bias. 

�
7 While longer interviews generally yielded richer insights, they were not always feasible due to 
students’ crammed schedules and limited attention span. 

8 Respondents were given the option of declining to be recorded, yet no student made use of this 
option. 
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Sampling of respondents 

To recruit interview respondents at each particpating school, I used two 

methods. My main recruitment strategy involved the help of the schools’ 

adminstration and was divided into two steps. In the first step, I asked the 

administration of each school to randomly select a pool of eligible students for 

my study. To do so, schools randomly selected a number of classes or 

homerooms, resulting in a pool of about 100-150 eligible students per school (50-

80 students in Germany due to the smaller size of the schools). In the second step, 

I visited the selected classes/homerooms and invited the students to participate 

in my study, using a promotional flyer I had created. Students then opted into the 

study depending on their availability and interest. The second method of 

recruiting respondents grew out of my school-based ethnographic fieldwork. As 

an observer of classes, counseling seminars and school events, I got to know a 

number of students at each school more closely and invited them to participate 

in a research interview for my study. In both cases, participation in the study was 

voluntary and students had to actively opt into being interviewed. Thus, despite 

the random selection of homerooms/classes, my sample of interview respondents 

is not a random sample. 

Because the socio-economic composition of the student population of the 

participating schools is relatively homogenous, I did not actively screen for 

students’ socio-economic background while recruiting respondents for my semi-
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structured interviews.9 That is, the identification of respondents’ socio-economic 

status was not a screening question but was integrated into the interviews. I 

obtained information about students’ socio-economic family background via a 

post-interview questionnaire about the level of education, occupational status 

and estimated household income of the respondents’ parents.  In my research in 

the US, this post-interview questionnaire was completed by respondents 

themselves. In Germany, the questionnaire had to completed by the respondents’ 

parents due to different information privacy regulations. Because only about 45% 

of all parents returned the questionnaire, I have a relatively high level of missing 

data for the socio-economic family background of German respondents in my 

sample. This problem is partly alleviated, however, by information that the 

respondents offered during interviews without any active solicitation on my part 

(e.g., about the occupational status of their parents). 

Following conventional practice in sociological research (compare e.g., 

Lamont 1992a; Hamilton 2016), I combine the information on parents’ eduation, 

income and occupation, thus considering multiple dimensions of inequality to 

determine’ respondents’ social class background. The breakdown of respondents’ 

social background (see table 4) shows that a majority of interviewees come from 

an upper-middle-class family background: They have at least one if not two 

parents who have advanced degrees, work in high-status professional or 

managerial occupations, and together earn a median household income in the top 

�
9 Moreover, I felt it would be ethically and socially problematic to exclude students from the 
opportunity to participate in the study based on their socio-economic background. 
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25th percentile of the income distribution of their country. While the schools are 

fairly socio-economically homogenous, there is also a good number of students at 

each school from a more moderate SES family background: They have parents 

who hold either a high school or college degree, work in semi- or high-skilled 

white-collar occupations and earn a median household income that is above the 

countries’ median household income, but below the 25th percentile cut-off point 

mentioned above.  Following conventional definitions in sociological research, I 

define the latter as middle-class. In conducting my cross-national comparison, I 

take these differences in students’ socio-economic background into account to 

ensure that I draw cross-national comparisons between students who occupy 

similar structural positions in each context.  

Structure of interviews 

All interviews were semi-structured and followed an interview guide that I 

had developed based on preliminary research and previous scholarship. The 

questions centered on the following key themes: respondents’ course selection 

and extracurriculars; their relationships with peers, teachers and parents; their 

level of perceived stress and school-life balance; their post-secondary aspirations 

and plans for the future; and their plans for applying to university. A copy of the 

interview guide is included in the Appendix. 

Due to institutional differences between the German and American 

education systems, I made minor adjustments to the content of the interview 

guide for each country context. For example, while I asked American respondents 

questions about standardized testing, my interview guide for German students 



38 

did not include an equivalent question because there is no standardized 

university entrance exam in Germany. In addition, I made a number of 

adjustments to the interview guide over the course of the data collection, adding, 

deleting or modifying questions in response to emerging findings.  

The flow of a typical interview followed the following structure: I opened the 

interview with a number of easy questions to make respondents feel comfortable 

(e.g. about how long respondents had attended their current school, or how they 

liked being a student there). I then focused on students’ academic and 

extracurricular interests and their work-school balance for the first half of the 

interview, before pivoting to questions about students’ plans for after secondary 

school. The latter typically led naturally into a conversation about students’ plans 

for post-secondary education and how they were preparing to apply to 

college/university. Finally, I concluded each interview by inviting students to tell 

me what (if anything) they disliked about school or the system of 

university/college entrance they had to navigate. 

Rapport with students 

Throughout all interviews, I used a number of strategies to foster rapport 

with respondents. First, I made an effort to dress down to distinguish myself from 

other adults, most importantly teachers. Second, I sought to show genuine 

interest in students’ lives within and outside of school and to use cues and 

language to signal to respondents that they could trust me. Lastly, in my research 

in Germany, I asked students to call me by my first name to avoid the formality 
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that is associated with the deeply engrained cultural norm of formal address in 

German society. 

Due to the age difference between my respondents and me (I was in my early 

thirties when I collected my data), I most likely remained an “adult” in the eyes 

of most respondents. But based on students’ responses and behavior, I believe 

that I mostly succeeded in presenting myself as an “outsider” rather than as a 

teacher. For example, in my research in Berlin, various interview respondents felt 

comfortable enough to voice critical opinions about teachers at their school. The 

construction of this “outsider status” was likely facilitated by my language 

proficiency. While I am fluent in both German and English, I have a relatively 

strong accent in both languages, which is likely to influence how native speakers 

perceive me. 

Qualitative interviewing as a research methodology requires the researcher 

to enter into a social relationship with respondents. By implication, there is 

always the possibility that some characteristics of the interviewer or the interview 

situation may affect the responses that interviewees give. For example, depending 

on the topic of a given study, the gender or age of an interviewer may influence 

not only respondents’ presentation of self during the interview situation but also 

their willingness to share information about certain topics. During my data 

collection for this project, I was particularly mindful of one such potentially 

distorting “interviewer effect.” Based on social-psychological research, I expected 

that my institutional affiliation with an elite research university at the time when 

the interviews were conducted might exert an influence on students’ responses as 
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well as on their willingness to participate in my study. More specifically, I feared 

that my affiliation with Harvard would lead respondents to inflate their self-

presentation and post-secondary aspirations, especially during my data 

collection in high schools in the Greater Boston area.  

To minimize the potentially distorting effects of this problem of “social 

expectancy,” I took several precautions. For example, when recruiting 

respondents, I avoided mentioning my institutional affiliation: rather than 

introducing myself as a “graduate student at Harvard,” I would introduce myself 

simply as a “researcher.”10 Similarly, I refrained from listing my institutional 

affiliation when designing flyers and other materials to recruit respondents in 

person or online.11 When interviewing students, I made a conscious effort to 

appear approachable and non-judgmental. So, for example, when talking with 

students about their post-secondary plans, I always showed affirmation and 

excitement about students’ plans, irrespective of whether they were hoping to 

attend an Ivy League school or a small state school. Given the wide variation in 

students’ post-secondary aspirations (and academic achievement) in my sample, 

I am relatively confident that these precautions were on the whole effective. Thus, 

it is unlikely that students’ responses, and in particular their reported post-

�
10 Ironically, when contacting schools to obtain access for my research study, I used the 

exact opposite self-presentation strategy: I stressed, rather than suppressed, my institutional 
affiliation.   

11 These efforts were more successful at some schools than others. At the private school, 
Berkton Academy, for example, they were not as successful as at the two public high schools in 
the Greater Boston area because the head college counselor of the school introduced me to 
students as “a doctoral student from Harvard” in a plenary student meeting. 
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secondary aspirations, were systematically distorted as a result of my identity as 

a researcher.12 

Interviews with School Staff 

For informational purposes and to gain an outsider perspective on students’ 

experiences, I also conducted a number of interviews with school staff at each of 

the seven participating schools. In my research in high schools in the Greater 

Boston area, the respondents included both teachers and school and college 

counselors, while in my school-based research in Berlin, I only interviewed 

teachers, since German secondary schools do not usually employ any school or 

college counselors.  

All interviews with teachers and counselors centered on their perspective on 

students’ schooling experiences and post-secondary aspirations. Among other 

topics, I asked respondents about their experiences of interacting with students 

(and parents), their knowledge of students’ post-secondary aspirations and their 

perception of students’ achievement orientation.  

To recruit teachers and counselors for interviews, I used a combination of 

convenience and snowball sampling, which was an appropriate strategy in the 

light of the supplementary nature of my interviews with adults. However, I made 

an effort to balance interview respondents with different levels of seniority to 

ensure that I would gain access to a range of experiences and views. 

�
12 That said, I can name at least a handful of respondents who may be have been “swayed” 

by my institutional affiliation (both in the US and Germany), as evidenced by their eagerness to 
participate in my study or the questions they asked me about Harvard during or after the 
interview. Such reactions, however, represented a clear exception. 
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Observations 

To gain additional insights into students’ “life-worlds” and corroborate the 

interview accounts of students, I supplemented my semi-structured interviews 

with ethnographic observations in and around schools. Spending roughly one day 

per week at each participating school for the duration of one school year, I 

accumulated a total of about 300 hours of ethnographic observations, including 

140 hours across the three American high schools and about 160 hours across the 

four German schools.  

As part of my fieldwork, I conducted observations across a range of settings. 

At each school, I observed at least half a dozen academic classes across a range of 

subjects and levels of instruction. In addition, I attended any school-sponsored 

events or information sessions that offered students information about post-

secondary pathways. In the case of American high schools, these included school-

based college fairs, visits from local college representatives and “college nights” 

for junior and senior students. In the case of German schools, these events 

included visits by external career counselors and “Studium und Beruf” (“Tertiary 

Education and Work”) fairs organized by schools. Lastly, I gained ethnographic 

insights by hanging out in various school spaces such as school libraries and 

cafeterias, and from visits to nearby libraries and cafes where I had the 

opportunity to observe students studying or talking to each other.  

Collecting ethnographic observations across these various school and non-

school spaces gave me valuable insights not only into students’ daily routines but 

also into the “school culture” of each participating school. Moreover, my 
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fieldwork was instrumental in allowing me to build trust with teachers and other 

school personnel and gain an understanding of how much guidance students 

receive from their schools as they prepare for their post-secondary futures.  

Data analysis 

All interviews were transcribed in full and subsequently analyzed along with 

my field notes, using qualitative data analysis software. My approach to coding 

followed established practices (Miles and Huberman 1994; Charmaz 2006) and 

involved the creation of thematic codes that captured different aspects of 

students’ schooling experiences and post-secondary plans. In doing so, I used 

both deductive codes informed by previous research on high-SES youth and 

inductive codes that were emerging from my interview material. My coding 

philosophy is thus best described as following an “abductive” approach (Tavory 

and Timmermans 2017). 

Moreover, as part of my data analysis, I focused not only on the literal content 

of interview respondents’ answers, but also on their choice of words and use of 

metaphors. With this approach, I build on the work of other qualitative 

researchers whose work shows that in-depth interviews offer a window into the 

frameworks through which individuals see the world (Pugh 2015). Thus, for 

example, my data analysis indicates that many American umc teenagers draw on 

market metaphors when talking about the process of applying to college 

(“capitalize on,” “sell myself” etc.), while market language is absent when German 

respondents talk about applying to university.     
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Following the flexible coding approach advocated by Water and Deterding 

(Forthcoming), my analysis extended over several rounds of coding. In a first 

round, I focused on identifying key thematic segments in the interview 

transcripts and fieldnotes. In a second round, I interrogated the data for patterns 

across multiple interviews or observations, focusing on both differences and 

similarities between respondents.13 In a third round, I focused on refining and 

revising my initial codes. Lastly, I used my qualitative analysis software to 

examine patterns in the distribution of thematic codes across the collected data, 

focusing on differences between German and American respondents but also 

considering patterns of variation along other social categories, such as differences 

in the responses of high- and low-achieving students within the two sets of 

interview respondents. 

Over the entire duration of my data analysis, I chronicled emerging themes 

and findings in the form of analytic memos, resulting in a collection of more than 

80 memos. These memos were instrumental in synthesizing key insights from my 

data analysis and drafting my dissertation chapters. Many of the key findings 

presented in this dissertation first saw the light of day in one of these analytic 

memos. 

 

 

�
13 Because my research in the US preceded my data collection in Germany, the analysis of my 
comparative data was staggered: I began the analysis of my data on the schooling experiences of 
American umc youth while starting my data collection in schools in Berlin. It is possible that this 
order of events may have affected my analytic focus during my fieldwork in Germany. For 
practical reasons, however, a staggering of the two episodes of data collection was inevitable.  



45 

  



46 

CHAPTER 2 

A TALE OF TWO SYSTEMS OF ADMISSIONS TO HIGHER 

EDUCATION 

The American System of College Admissions 

UMC teenagers in the United States grow up in a society in which higher 

education plays a particularly crucial role in social reproduction processes. The 

entry to post-secondary education – also commonly referred to as college 

admissions – is widely seen as a major rite of passage in young people’s lives and 

a critical foundation of their future success (Duina 2014). Much of this status of 

college admissions has to do with the specific structure of the American higher 

education system.  

The system of higher education in the United States is marked by a high 

degree of institutional stratification. The United States has a long tradition of elite 

higher education institutions (Kingston and Lewis 1990; Soares 2007), which 

established themselves as the main “training ground for entrance into the upper 

middle and upper classes” in American society in the late nineteenth and early 

twentieth centuries (Wechsler 1985: 230). Over the course of the twentieth 

century, the student bodies of these elite institutions have become increasingly 

diverse in response to social and cultural changes (Bowen and Bok 1998; 
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Espenshade and Radford 2009), but their organizational reputation has 

remained largely unchanged despite a dramatic expansion of higher education. 

In fact, in the last 20–30 years, the material inequalities and status differences 

between American colleges have become even further solidified (Clotfelter 2017) 

and are now routinely reinforced by the publication of college rankings by various 

American news organizations (Espeland and Sauder 2016). 

This institutional stratification has given rise to a highly competitive system 

in which students compete for admission to the country’s top research 

universities and colleges (Hoxby 2009; Bound et al. 2009) – including not just 

the Ivy League and other world-renowned research universities, but  a broader 

set of 100 to 150 prestigious higher education institutions (Carnevale and Rose 

2003). Degrees from these high-ranking universities and colleges are highly 

sought after, as evidenced by the institutions’ low admission rates: every year they 

receive many more applications than the numbers of students they admit. They 

are therefore commonly referred to as selective higher education institutions.  

In fact, in the American higher education system, selectivity has become a 

widely used marker of quality and status (Clotfelter 2017). It is commonly 

believed that the degrees awarded by selective institutions lead to better-paying 

jobs and better life outcomes than the credentials awarded by non-selective 

institutions.14 There are ongoing scholarly debates about whether these unequal 

�
14 Selective post-secondary institutions vary in their selectivity; some have much higher 
admissions rates than others. These differences are commonly interpreted as a proxy for the 
quality and prestige of different post-secondary institutions. College rankings, for example, 
frequently rank colleges according to their level of selectivity. For the purpose of this 
dissertation, however, I am primarily concerned with the distinction between selective and non-
selective post-secondary institutions. 
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returns to higher education are in fact attributable to differences in the status or 

quality of higher education institutions or whether they are merely the result of a 

selection effect, i.e. differences in the students who attend high- and low-status 

institutions (compare, Dale and Krueger 2002; Zhang 2005). However, these 

scholarly debates have had little effect on public perception to date. Selective 

American post-secondary colleges and universities continue to emanate a 

powerful aura of prestige and attract large numbers of applicants every year. 

The entry to higher education has therefore evolved into a highly 

institutionalized contest in American society. Every year, high school graduates 

across the country compete for admission to the country’s top research 

universities and colleges in a more or less explicit tournament for future 

opportunities and life-chances (Hoxby 2009; Bound et al. 2009). At the center of 

this contest is the so-called college admissions process, during which students 

apply to a selection of college and universities. The latter evaluate the applicants 

and select a “class” from the pool of applicants based on a broad variety of criteria, 

including students’ academic achievements, standardized test scores, and 

extracurricular accomplishments as well as the institutions’ organizational 

priorities (Wechsler 1985; Klitgaard 1985; Stevens 2007). 

Importantly, this annual ritual is not only a contest from the perspective of 

college-bound teenagers (and their parents), but has also evolved into a status 

contest among higher education institutions. This is the case because the status 

of American colleges and universities is closely intertwined with their selectivity. 

American university and college rankings give substantial weight to measures of 
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selectivity such as the admission rate of a school or the average test scores of its 

admitted class (Stevens 2007; Espeland and Sauder 2016). Admissions is 

therefore a core concern for American higher education institutions, which is 

reflected in the substantial organizational resources that American colleges and 

universities allocate to the recruitment and selection of new students. 

Taken together, these characteristics of the American system of college 

admissions have turned the transition from secondary to post-secondary 

education into not only a major event in the life of American teenagers but also a 

central concern of American parents. Sociologists have argued that the country’s 

system of college admissions has given rise to an intensive parenting style among 

American middle-class parents that is aimed at preparing their children in the 

best possible way for the entry to college. The seminal work of Annette Lareau 

(2003) on “concerted cultivation,” for example, shows how middle-class parents 

seek to foster their children’s athletic, musical and cognitive abilities through 

structured activities. Scholarship on selective college admissions has linked the 

origins of these child-rearing practices directly to the standards of admission of 

elite colleges and universities. In Creating a Class, for example, Mitchell Stevens 

(2007: 247) writes: “The system that the elite college and universities developed 

to evaluate the best and the brightest is now the template for what counts as ideal 

child rearing in America.” Research further shows that the Great Recession of 

2008, in conjunction with rising levels of income inequality, has led to an 

intensification of these parental efforts, thus turning college admissions into “a 

central site of struggle for future class advantage” (Weis et al. 2014).  
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Another important outgrowth of the American system of selective college 

admissions is the evolution of a considerable secondary industry around college 

admissions, composed of powerful testing agencies, test preparation companies, 

private college counselors and other service providers targeting prospective 

college students and their anxious parents (compare Lemann 2000; Buchmann 

et al. 2010; Smith and Sun 2015). With the increasing complexity of the college 

application process and the growing competition for admission, this industry has 

grown steadily over the last few decades (see Park et al. 2016; Sklarow 2016). 

Last but not least, selective college admissions is a prominent and hotly 

debated topic of public interest in American society (compare Fullinwider and 

Lichtenberg 2004; Zwick 2017). The admission rates and criteria of selection of 

selective American colleges are closely monitored by the media; college 

admissions is the subject of countless editorials and books; and disputes about 

college admissions have given rise to a long line of high-profile lawsuits (see e.g., 

Hirschman et al. 2016).  

In Germany, in contrast, the entry to higher education and its role in status 

reproduction processes take a vastly different form, as I explain next. 

The German System of University Admissions 

In Germany, the entry to higher education marks an important rite of passage 

in the life-course of middle- and upper-middle-class teenagers as well. However, 

compared to college admissions in the United States, the transition from 

secondary to post-secondary education is generally seen as less high-stakes: while 

college admissions in the United States has evolved into a more or less explicit 
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contest for future life-chances, admission to university in Germany is treated as 

less critical to individuals’ future life success.  

This cross-national difference in the meaning of the entry to higher education 

is evident across a number of levels. First, it is evident in the parenting practices 

of German parents. Unlike their American peers, German parents do not typically 

dedicate a considerable amount of time and resources to helping their children 

navigate the process of gaining admission to university, and even though there is 

evidence of concerted cultivation among German high-SES parents, their efforts 

are less explicitly focused on “grooming” their children for the entry to higher 

education (Kohrs 2016). Second, in contrast to the American system of college 

admissions, the entry to German higher has not given rise to a market for 

admission-enhancing services. While there is a small industry of tutoring 

businesses (Koinzer 2013), private college consultants and other admissions 

counseling services have so far remained largely absent from Germany. Lastly, 

we can also see the less highly charged meaning of the entry to higher education 

in the extent of the public attention that the topic of university admissions 

receives in Germany. Although there is some public interest in this topic, it does 

not dominate the headlines of German newspapers as it does in the American 

media. 

Most of these cross-national differences around the entry to higher education 

result from differences in the institutional structures of the German and 

American education systems (Lenhardt 2005). Specifically, three distinctive 

features of the German education system are particularly likely to matter in the 
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role that the entry to higher education plays in status reproduction processes in 

Germany.  

First, higher education is legally treated as a public good in Germany. The 

state therefore plays a prominent role in the provision of higher education, and 

universities charge very low tuition or none at all (Huther and Kruecken 2018). 

This stands in stark contrast to the staggering tuition costs of both private and 

public higher education institutions in the United States (Goldrick-Rab 2016). By 

implication, there are lower financial risks associated with the pursuit of post-

secondary credentials for German students and their parents. 

Second, access to higher education in Germany is more exclusive than in the 

United States due to the country’s well-established system of tracking in 

secondary education (Allmendinger 1989; Lundgreen and Kraul 2015). German 

students are sorted into different types of secondary schools after the completion 

of elementary school. Only one of these types prepares pupils for the entry to 

university, while the others prepare students for positions in Germany’s well-

developed vocational training system. Although this tracking system was 

historically highly selective (Wolter 1987; 2016), the university-bound track (also 

known as the Gymnasium) lost its elite status with the expansion of education in 

the second part of the twentieth century. Today, about 50% of all pupils in a given 

birth cohort obtain the school-leaving certificate called the abitur, which gives 

them the right to enter tertiary education (Kramer et al. 2016). Yet because of its 

continued tracking, secondary education in Germany still serves as an important 

institutional mechanism for regulating access to higher education. Only students 
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who attend the university-bound track and obtain the corresponding school-

leaving certificate are eligible to enter higher education. Compared to other 

OECD countries, Germany therefore has one of the lowest rates of participation 

in post-secondary education (Powell and Solga 2011). This situation stands in 

contrast to the “college-for-all” ideology prevalent in the United States. 

Finally, the entry to higher education also represents a less critical moment in 

status reproduction processes in Germany because of the structure of the German 

higher education system. Germany has no tradition of elite institutions of higher 

education known for being the central training ground of elites (Hartmann 2004; 

Zarifa and Davies 2018) and, in international comparison, its higher education 

system is marked by a low degree of stratification (Bloch et al. 2014; Deppe and 

Krüger 2015). In contrast to the highly stratified structure of the American higher 

education system,  there is no steep and highly institutionalized status hierarchy 

between German higher education institutions – despite efforts by the German 

government to create more status differences among universities over the last few 

decades (see Münch 2009). 

The absence of a clear status hierarchy between higher education institutions 

has important consequences for students who plan to attend higher education: 

they do not face the same pressure to get into the most prestigious school possible 

as their American peers. In fact, research in the German sociology of education 

shows that the physical proximity of a university is still a much stronger 

determinant of high school graduates’ post-secondary destinations than 

institutional prestige (Maaz 2006; Schindler 2013). More recent studies, 
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however, suggest that this relationship may be changing as result of the growing 

prominence of university rankings in German higher education and other 

institutional changes (Weiss et al. 2015).  

While status differences between higher education institutions play a less 

important role in Germany than in the United States, there is some degree of 

stratification in fields of study.15  In the German education system, students from 

high-SES family backgrounds tend to disproportionally select high-status fields 

that prepare students for entry into high-paying and high-status careers (Müller 

et al. 2017). These high-status fields of study include those that prepare students 

for careers in the classic liberal professions or higher civil service (including 

medicine, law and administrative or political science), along with a number of 

younger and more “applied” fields such as economics, management, business 

administration, engineering, and psychology.  

Similar to the admission to high-status US colleges, access to “high-return” 

fields in Germany involves a competitive selection process. Because of periodic 

overcrowding in certain fields of study in the past, access to most high-status 

fields of studies is now restricted by enrollment caps. The first such enrollment 

cap, commonly referred to as “Numerus Clausus,” was introduced to regulate 

access to the field of medicine in the 1970s. The practice of capping has since 

spread to other fields. These enrollment caps stipulate how many new students 

can enroll at a given university per year and what minimum academic 

�
15 In the German education system, students choose their major when they apply to university. 
Admissions in the German higher education system is therefore located at the level of fields of 
study. 
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qualifications applicants must have to be admitted. The most important criterion 

used to determine students’ eligibility is the average final grade that students 

attain on the Abitur. In addition to grades, some universities or departments may 

stipulate a number of other criteria, such as internship experiences or certain 

language skills (For a more detailed account of the evolution of university 

admissions in Germany, see Täger 2010). 

On the surface, these admission practices may look very much like those of 

American higher education institutions. However, the underlying logic that 

structures higher education admissions in Germany is radically different. While 

American higher ed institutions, including public universities, have considerable 

discretion in stipulating their own criteria of admission and rejecting applicants 

that do not fit their standards (Schreiterer 2008), the autonomy of German 

higher ed institutions is significantly constrained when it comes to undergraduate 

admissions (Kreckel 2015). As public institutions, German universities are in 

principle obliged by law to offer an education to any applicant holding an Abitur 

certificate, because this credential represents a legal entitlement to pursue post-

secondary studies (compare Angelstein 2017).  Thus, with the introduction of the 

first enrollment caps in the 1970s, policymakers also introduced the concept of 

Wartesemester as an important amendment to ensure that the Abitur continues 

to represent a legal entitlement to higher education. This amendment allows 

students to “wait” a certain number of semesters until they can begin their 

studies, even if their grades may prevent them from earning admission to their 
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preferred field of study and university right away.16 In other words, in the German 

system of education, universities can technically only defer applicants; they do 

not have the right to reject them. 

It is worth adding, however, that the German higher education system is 

currently undergoing major institutional changes. In the last 20–30 years, 

German policymakers have introduced a series of reforms that have led to 

increased status differences and competition among German higher education 

institutions. (For an overview, see Huther and Kruecken 2018.) For example, one 

particularly prominent reform has been the German state’s introduction of a new 

funding program for “elite” universities, intended to make German research 

universities more visible internationally (Neumann 2015; Stock 2018). Not 

coincidentally, these reforms have gone hand in hand with the growing 

prominence of public rankings of universities and departments in the German 

media (Bloch and Mitterle 2017). These developments have the potential to 

change the traditional structure of status reproduction processes at the point of 

entry to German higher education. However, to date there is little evidence that 

the growing stratification of German higher education institutions has indeed 

changed the material and symbolic returns to post-secondary credentials 

awarded by different universities (Huther and Kruecken 2018: 182). To what 

extent these developments have affected status reproduction process in German 

�
16 The calculation of the exact number of wait semesters depends on a combination of factors 
including students’ grades and the demand for admission to a given field of study. 
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society at the point of entry to higher education is thus an open empirical question 

– a question that I address in the chapter 5 of this dissertation. 
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CHAPTER 3 

SELECTIVE COLLEGE ADMISSIONS AND THE 

FORMATION OF SELF 

“The underlying source of the enormous stress surrounding college 

admissions is that even the privileged classes are no longer confident that 

they can pass their position on to the next generation. True, the children of 

families with high levels of cultural and economic capital enjoy a tremendous 

advantage in the competition for admission to the elite colleges (…) But under 

the current system, they too, have to compete (…) It is no exaggeration to say 

that the current regime in elite college admissions has been far more 

successful in democratizing anxiety than opportunity” (Karabel, The Chosen, 

p. 547) 

 

While the entry to post-secondary education has long represented an 

important transition point in the American education system, the process 

of colleges admissions has developed into an increasingly anxiety-ridden 

rite of passage for American middle- and upper-middle-class youth in the 

last 20-30 years. Against the background of an increasingly competitive 

labor market, growing levels of inequality and surging rates of participation 

in post-secondary education, there has been a marked increase in 
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competition for admission to the country’s most prestigious and well-

endowed colleges and universities, including not only elite institutions 

such as the Ivy League, but a wider set of 100-150 four-year post-secondary 

institutions that regularly occupy the top spots in the country’s 

proliferating rankings of higher education institutions.  

What are the consequences of this intensified competition for college 

admissions for the socialization experiences of middle- and upper-middle-

class youth growing up in America today? Various sociologists of higher 

education have gestured to the increased achievement pressures and 

anxiety that have been associated with college admissions in the last couple 

of decades. For example, in his influential history of selective admissions 

at Harvard, Princeton and Yale, Jerome Karabel (2005) quips that reforms 

to selective college admissions may not have democratized access to elite 

institutions, but they have certainly led to the “democratization” of stress 

and anxiety – as students from high-SES family backgrounds now have to 

demonstrate their “merit” and compete with a growing number of peers 

vying for a spot at one of the country’s leading post-secondary institutions.  

Outside sociology, debates about college admissions have come to 

converge around similar issues. In the last two decades, educators, 

journalists and parent advocates have voiced concerns about the growing 

achievement pressure that the college admissions process is exerting on 
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today’s youth, pointing to the rising standards of admission to selective 

four-year colleges and increased levels of stress and anxiety among 

American high-SES adolescents (e.g., Pope 2001; Thacker 2005). Lastly, 

work by youth psychologists lends support to these concerns by pointing to 

increasing levels of mental health problems among high-SES youth  (e.g., 

Feld and Shusterman 2015; Luthar and Kumar 2018).  

However, to date, there has been no in-depth sociological study of the 

relationship between the socialization experiences of high-SES adolescents 

and selective college admissions. While there is some research on the 

socialization experiences of mc and umc youth in suburban high schools 

(e.g., McDonough 1997; Demerath 2009; Jiménez and Horowitz 2013; 

Nunn 2014) and students attending elite boarding schools (e.g., Khan 2011: 

Gaztambide-Fernandez 2009), no study has focused explicitly on how the 

increasingly competitive and anxiety-ridden process of college admissions 

shapes the formation of the teenage self. Moreover, we lack an 

understanding of how teenagers’ formation of self is influenced by the 

specific institutional structure of the American higher education system. 

In this chapter, I shed light on the relationship between selective college 

admissions and high-SES teenagers’ formation of self by presenting results 

from a comparative study of umc youth in the United States and Germany 

before their entry to higher education. A comparative approach is 
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particularly well-suited to this question, as it allows us to juxtapose the 

experiences of individuals who occupy comparable class positions but are 

socialized in two widely different educational systems. Drawing on 18 

months of fieldwork in well-resourced secondary schools in Boston and 

Berlin and interviews with more than 150 high-school-aged students from 

umc family backgrounds, I compare how high-SES teenagers in each 

country think about the entry to post-secondary education and how their 

post-secondary plans influence their construction of their adolescent 

selves.  

My findings show that the American system of selective college 

admissions encourages many high-SES high school students to cultivate 

what I term a “market self” marked by three key characteristics: 1) an 

extensive reliance on the frame of “competition”; 2) a logic of “resume-

building” and 3) an inclination to market the self. Umc teenagers vary in 

the extent to which they engage in the cultivation of this market self, but 

the variation I identify among American respondents is on the whole 

smaller than the variation between umc teenagers in the US and Germany. 

I find that although admission to high-status fields and universities in 

Germany has also become more coveted in recent decades, university-

bound umc youth do not rely on a frame of competition when thinking 

about the entry to post-secondary education. Second, they display only 
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limited efforts to build their resumes for the purpose of improving their 

chances of admission to post-secondary education. Lastly, German umc 

teenagers do not perceive any need to market themselves to universities. 

Based on these findings, I argue that German teens’ construction of self is 

confined to enacting a “student self” – a highly scripted role that is rooted 

in the “grammar” of modern schooling rather than market society. 

These findings (compare Table 3.1) show that umc teenagers in the US 

and Germany cultivate distinct selves that cannot be explained by their 

socio-economic background or class habitus alone. While the design of my 

study does not allow me to offer a definitive causal explanation for these 

cross-national differences, I argue that the distinct selves that German and 

American teenagers cultivate must be understood not only as a product of 

differences in the criteria for admission to higher education institutions, 

but more broadly as the result of the institutional structures of the US and 

German higher education systems, which in turn reflect differences in the 

countries’ political economies. 
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Table 3.1:  Main differences in construction of self of American and German UMC 

teenagers  

American teenagers  German teenagers 

Logic of resume-building Dominant logic of 
action regarding 

admissions to 
higher ed 

Logic of GPA maximization 

Extensive reliance on 
frame of competition 

Salience of cultural 
frame of 

competition 

Routine engagement in social 
comparison but mobilization of 
frame of competition is rare 

Engagement in marketing 
of the self 

Personal qualities and 
interests rewarded by 
educational institutions. 
 

Role of personal 
qualities and 

interests 

No engagement in marketing of 
self 

Selective gatekeeping institutions 
do not routinely consider 
students’ personal qualities and 
interests 

These findings contribute to sociological scholarship on selective 

college admissions by pointing to a relationship between college 

admissions and umc teenagers’ formation of self.  The present study also 

extends the scholarship on high-SES youth. Although prior research has 

shed light on some of the dimensions of the formation of self I identify in 

this paper – such as American umc teenagers’ propensity to engage in 

resume-building – these findings have not yet been systematically linked 

to the institutional structure of the American higher education system. 

Hence, the question of how the specific institutional structure of the 
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American higher education system influences students’ construction of self 

has remained largely out of view.  

Findings 

American UMC high school students: “Everybody is super 

competitive”  

Consistent with prior scholarship on well-resourced high schools (e.g., 

Demerath 2009), I find that American umc high school students are 

immersed in a culture of “competitive individualism.” Many – although not 

all – are highly driven, achievement-oriented and focused on attending 

prestigious four-year post-secondary institutions. In my interviews with 

students, I found that many were aware of this “competitive culture” at 

their school. When asked “to describe their school and what it is like to be 

a student there,” a good number of students offered responses such as the 

following: 

I would say it's highly competitive. (…)  kids try very hard without 
worrying that they would be ridiculed or embarrassed for putting so 
much effort into their score. – BS16, m, junior 

There is a lot of competition. (…) At least in the higher level courses, 
it's very competitive. You don't necessarily see it but you feel the 
competition. You feel it. You feel a stress on you.  –  NS16, f, senior 

Newham is a very competitive school. – NS3, f, senior 
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Very stressful and always competitive. Westshire High School is a very 
competitive school. Everyone's just trying to get on top. – WS23, f, 
senior 

To be clear, when students referred to the “competitiveness” of their 

school or their peers, they did not always use the term in a literal sense. For 

example, a sophomore at the public school Newham told me: “There is a 

huge competitiveness at Newham. Everyone is just expected to do well” (N-

S-24, f, sophomore). This statement suggests that the student was referring 

primarily to a culture of striving for excellence, but it is not clear whether 

she was thinking about “excellence” as a scarce good that she had to 

compete for. Similarly, other students referred primarily to a sense of 

rivalry with other students with respect to grades and course load when 

they talked about competition. As I will show below, feelings of rivalry that 

are rooted in processes of social comparison are also highly prevalent 

among Gymnasium students in Germany. 

However, numerous students used the expression “competition” in a 

literal sense. Their responses suggest that they do in fact see themselves as 

competing with other students for a scarce good. A number of students 

mentioned that they felt they needed to compete for a spot on one of their 

school’s athletic varsity teams.17 The most frequently cited object of 

�
17  Several respondents described how they had to compete for spots on the varsity team of their 
school and how there was competition for play time within a given team. 
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competition, however, was admission to prestigious four-year colleges. 

One respondent summarized this feeling succinctly: 

I know that there is a range of academic levels here, but Newham has a 
very, very smart school and like I just know that there is just so many 
applying to… cause the top fifty colleges are the top fifty colleges. If 
everyone who is in that range is applying to those schools, which is a 
couple of hundred people, I mean maybe not that many, but I knew 
there is a ton of smart people here, that kind of stressed me out. – 
NS32, f, senior, white 

This perception is the most pronounced and widespread among students 

in their senior year, when the college application process takes place. 

During this phase, college is constantly on students’ minds, and they 

frequently discuss college and who is applying to which schools. These 

conversations are fueled by a widespread perception among students that 

their most direct competitors in college admissions are not all college-

bound seniors across the United States, but students from their own school 

who have their eyes on the same post-secondary destinations. My 

observations and interview data indicate that this situation can lead to an 

atmosphere of secrecy. For example, one student at the public school 

Westshire mentioned: 

It's a competitive environment, in terms of college. You have a lot of 
kids who don't want to tell you where they're applying because one, 
because they might not get in. I get that, and they don't want to be 
embarrassed if they don't, but also they're scared you might apply too. 
I don't love the environment and also when certain people get into 
certain schools but don't go there, some people are mad at them, in 
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terms of not looking, in terms of personal decisions, but in terms of 
competition, in terms of, "I could have gone there, but you took it from 
me."  – WS11, m, senior, Arab-American 

In a similar vein, some students reported that they had made a conscious 

decision not to talk about their college plans with other students, including 

their best friends, in order to avoid tensions and conflict.   

I was pretty private about the process. It gets very competitive here 
and I didn't want any everyone knowing where I was looking because 
it creates this really unhealthy environment where you're sort of, not 
targeting other people, but constantly comparing yourself to others. 
And so I wanted to avoid that. It’s a very personal process and trying 
to figure things out. And so I wanted to make sure that I was only 
discussing it with people that I really trust and who are willing to 
listen and help me. Not people who just want to know where I'm 
looking because they see me as competition. – NS26, f, senior, white 

In sum, these accounts illustrate that American umc high school 

students tend to think about the entry to post-secondary education through 

a frame of competition: They see higher education as a scarce good that 

they must compete for. This view is not equally shared by all students. 

Some respondents denied that they were competing with others for 

admission to college, while others acknowledged the existence of 

competition but reported that they refused to participate in it. But even so, 

as I will show in the next section, the reliance on a frame of competition is 

much more prevalent among American umc teenagers than among their 

German counterparts.  
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German high school students: “Not really a competition” 

My data indicates that for university-bound umc teenagers in Germany, 

competition is not a prevalent frame of reference. In my interviews with 

umc Gymnasium students in Berlin, only a few respondents mentioned 

that they felt a sense of competition with others or that others were 

competing with them (see table 3.2). Moreover, competition among 

students did not come up as a topic in any of the interviews and informal 

conversations I conducted with parents and teachers during my fieldwork.  

Table 3.2:  Prevalence of references to competition:  Number of individual 

respondents describing competitive dynamics among students, by country 

  US GER

(N = 73) (N = 86) 

Number of respondents 39 8

 

Most importantly, however, those respondents who did report 

feelings or instances of competition primarily referenced situations in 

which they or other students were competitive about their grades.18 

The following two quotes from interviews provide an illustration: 

�
18 It is worth mentioning, however, that at least half of the respondents who did reference a sense 
of competition did so in response to active probing during the interview.  
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I: Is there, in general between students as well as among the students 
who now want to go into medicine, is there any sort of competition? 

B: Yes, I would say so. (...) You definitely notice it, especially when you 
get your exams back, that there are these moments of comparison. 
“What did you get?” “What did you get?” And of course, many want to 
do well, and I think you can get into a certain competitive spirit quite 
quickly. – A-S-25, f, senior 

So yeah, you can notice it sometimes. For example, in the last history 
exam, the one who was sitting next to me, (...) she had only nine points 
and I had eleven, and then she did look over and was like “okay,” and 
so. So yes, you can tell that sometimes there is somehow a certain 
extent of competition. People always ask “What do you have?” and 
things like that. Of course, it may be just mere interest, but sometimes, 
I think, it’s coming more from a certain competitive pressure. – P-S-
11, f, senior 

These statements suggest that German students are primarily referring 

to rivalry for good grades when they talk about competition. (Students 

typically used the German expressions “Wettbewerb” or “Konkurrenz” 

when talking about their perceived sense of competition, which both 

translate as “competition.”) This understanding is vastly different from 

that of many American umc high school students, who see themselves as 

being in a zero-sum competition for admission to high-status colleges and 

future life opportunities. 

This distinct understanding became most evident when my German 

respondents talked about other students who shared their post-secondary 

plans. Rather than alluding to each other as competitors, students tended 

to talk about other students’ post-secondary plans in a matter-of-fact 

manner. A particularly good illustration comes from a group interview I 



70 

conducted with three female students at the Adlon Gymnasium. During the 

interview, all three respondents mentioned that they were hoping to study 

medicine. But even though they shared the same goal, and even though 

admission to medical studies is highly competitive in Germany, the 

students’ responses (and their interaction with each other during the 

interview) did not suggest that they saw each other as competitors. In fact, 

the respondents outlined widely different plans for realizing their post-

secondary goals – one student was planning to study medicine at a 

university abroad, one wanted to train as a nurse before starting her 

medical studies and the third was planning to apply for a place of study 

after an internship at a hospital. 

I found only a few exceptions to this pattern. A small number of students 

did describe the entry to post-secondary education as competitive.19 

Interestingly, all of these respondents were hoping to attend an art- or 

music-oriented institution of higher education, such as a music 

conservatory or performing arts school. Thus, somewhat ironically, it 

appears to be in the arts that German umc teenagers perceive the highest 

degree of direct competition with others.   

�
19 This group of students also most frequently reported engaging in admission-enhancing 
strategies such as taking preparatory classes. 
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American high school students: In school for the resume 

My data indicates that in the American education system, it is very 

common for high-SES students to spend their time in high school focusing 

on accumulating credentials that will position them well for the entry to 

college. In the realm of academics, these credentialing efforts include most 

importantly the classes that students select, including rigorous, high-level 

courses (AP, honors, etc.). In the realm of extracurriculars, students 

routinely participate in a wide range of school-sponsored activities, ranging 

from athletics and theater to student clubs and music ensembles. The 

following description offered by one interview respondent at Newham 

High provides an illustration: 

I try to engage myself in as many extracurriculars as possible, get as 
many jobs, and being involved in sports, take the best classes. I'm one 
of those kids that stays up late every night doing their homework, 
studying every weekend, like that. – N-S-8, f, senior 

The prevalence of these credentialing efforts in American high schools 

and especially among high-SES high school students has been documented 

in both survey-based and ethnographic research (e.g., Espenshade and 

Radford 2009; Demerath 2009; Wells et al. 2016). However, theoretical 

conceptualizations of these credentialing efforts have remained thin20 

�
20 Prior scholarship has described students’ college-preparatory behavior as either “college-
enhancement strategies” (Espenshade and Radford 2009) or a form of “hypercredentialing” 
(Demerath 2009). 
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because few studies have explored the deeper logic behind students’ 

college-preparatory strategies.  

I propose to conceptualize students’ college-preparatory efforts as a form 

of “resume-building.”  This conceptualization has several analytic 

advantages. First, it acknowledges that students seek to present themselves 

in a favorable light across multiple levels of achievement – similar to the 

way a professional resume has multiple sections (“education,” 

“employment experience,” “skills” etc.).  

Second, it takes into account the subjective meaning that students 

associate with their actions. In my interviews with American high school 

students, many respondents made references to their “college resume,” 

describing their choice of a particular class or extracurricular as a way to 

build their resume for college. Similarly, respondents also frequently 

referred to the “resume-building” behavior of other students. Consider the 

following examples: 

I have always been interested in debate. I was so passionate about it so 
that I could get a leadership position, because I know that looks pretty 
good on a resume in general. While I do have a passion for it, there are 
also some ulterior motives. – B-S-19, m, junior 

It's not just about grades anymore. They also want kids to be good 
representations of the school so kids who do community service, kids 
who are captains of their teams, kids who are the student president or 
have good student congress record.  You're building a résumé so they 
see all the stuff that you've done. – W-S-22, m, sophomore 
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Interviewer:  Before that point where you actually start applying, 
sending off stuff, doesn't the school always remind you about, "Oh, 
you need to be in shape for college."? Does that create some...? 

Interviewee 1:  It's at the back of your mind, but you don't really... 
Sometimes you'll take certain classes to make yourself look better, do 
certain extracurriculars, but it's never something I seriously thought 
about too much. 

Interviewee 2:  It depends on the individual. There are definitely some 
kids who do everything to build a college resume. – WS17, f, senior, 
Asian-American; W-S-16, f, senior, Asian-American 

This “resume-building mentality,” however, was not apparent only when 

students explicitly talked about “building a resume for college.” Many 

respondents also invoked the same logic when they expressed concern 

about what would “look good for college” – a phrase that came up in 

numerous interviews. Consider the following examples: 

I did Key Club in freshman and sophomore years. It's a community 
service club. It's just something people do for college. That's why I did 
it. People told me I should do this because it will look good for a 
college application. – W-S-1, senior, female 

Interviewer:  If you think back, what kind of thinking went into the 
course selection?  What kind of considerations did you make?   

Interviewee:   I thought a lot about what I wanted to do but also what 
colleges would like to see.  I was deciding between whether I should 
drop a language class or just keep taking language…what I should do 
based on the course load, just trying to make sure I have enough stuff 
in there. – N-S-15, junior, male 

These responses underscore a key characteristic of what I term “resume-

building.” By selecting classes and extracurriculars activities that will “look 

good” on their college resume, students engage in a form of signaling: They 
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accumulate various forms of capital that will increase their value as 

candidates in the post-secondary marketplace but do not guarantee them 

admission to any particular institution. That is, students engage in actions 

that will show them in a good light, but the “payoff” of those actions 

remains uncertain. 

Lastly, the “resume” metaphor also illustrates how students’ credentials 

are evaluated by colleges. Because most selective post-secondary 

institutions use a variety of admissions criteria that are applied flexibly, 

there is more than one way to build an attractive college resume. Like 

subjects on the labor market, students may choose to build their resumes 

through numerous combinations of credentials and experiences: major 

athletic accomplishments and a strong academic record, exceptional test 

scores and extracurricular leadership skills etc.  

To be sure, the instrumentalism that is encouraged by the need to build 

a resume for college is not uncontested among students. The responses of 

many students I interviewed indicate that they have mixed feelings about 

having to build a resume for college and/or are critical of the instrumental 

resume-building behavior of other students at their school.21 Overall, 

however, my comparative data indicates that the notion of “resume-

�
21 In fact, of the three dimensions of the market self, this is the dimension that causes most 
division among students. 
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building” and the mentality associated with it are much more prevalent 

among umc adolescents in the US than in Germany. 

German high school students: In school for grades 

To what extent do umc teenagers in Germany display a comparable logic 

of resume-building before their entry to higher education? My data 

indicates that German students’ efforts to position themselves for the entry 

to higher education are much narrower than those of their American peers 

and rarely follow a logic of resume-building. In my research, this cross-

national difference became most evident with regard to students’ 

motivation to participate in extracurricular activities. Although 

participation in such activities is common in both the US and Germany, 

only a small number of German respondents indicated that they were 

pursuing certain extracurriculars to improve their chances of admission to 

university. Importantly, this is true with respect not only to students’ 

participation in sports – which plays no role in higher education 

admissions in Germany – but also to most other categories of 

extracurricular activities, including student governance, music, science 

clubs etc. Consider the following statement by a student at the Sonnen 

School who was very active in the student government and was planning to 

study medicine after the Abitur: 
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Interviewer: Concerning the student government, the fact that you are 
active in that area, is that perhaps also something that you might do in 
part because you think that it will help you later for your career? 

Student: I don’t do it because of that, no, absolutely not. I do it 
because I enjoy it, because I enjoy getting involved showing the 
younger ones how to somehow develop a project, how to change 
things, and help to make things easier. Of course, I'm happy if I do 
something well, and I can say “Boah, cool, I can do something with 
that in the rest of my life.” But, say, for my final result, I don’t need it. 
I certainly don’t do it for my transcript. That's a good side effect that it 
is included on the transcript, but I do not need it. –  S-S-6, m, senior 

German students and American students also differ in their motivation 

for pursuing extracurricular activities. The responses of many German 

students indicate that they give top priority to their academic work because 

they believe that extracurriculars play only a minor role in university 

admissions. In fact, various respondents reported that they had given up 

certain extracurricular activities, such as playing an instrument or playing 

on a sports team, because they felt pressure to maintain good grades. For 

example, one high-achieving student who was hoping to study medicine 

after the Abitur told me:22 

So for me, I have a clear goal in mind and I need a perfect GPA. That is 
why I basically don’t have any hobbies. I have stopped with my 
instrument. I just enjoy the little free time I can get in-between school 
and studying (…) That’s basically the only thing I do these days. – S-S-
8, f, junior 

�
22 Similar experiences were also reported by low-achieving students who struggled in school 

and were worried about not passing the Abitur exam. They, too, often give up the pursuit of 
extracurricular activities to spend more time on school work. 
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My data indicates that the lack of a resume-building mentality among 

German students also extends to their course-selection. While American 

high school students routinely worry about how their course selection will 

look on their transcripts, it is uncommon for German students to see their 

choice of courses during high school as relevant to their applications to 

university.  

To be sure, an important reason for this difference lies in the greater 

standardization of the curriculum of German upper-secondary schools. In 

contrast to the American high school system, there is no differentiation of 

instruction and no assignment of students to different tracks within the 

German Gymnasium. There is, however, some space for students to 

customize their course selection during the last two years of the 

Gymnasium, which is commonly referred to as the “Qualifikationsphase.” 

During this period, students need to select two advanced courses, the 

“Leistungskurse,” which then take up a larger part of their schedules and 

are given special weight in the school-leaving examination.23  

However, my interview data indicates that even with respect to 

students’ selection of advanced courses, there is only a loose connection 

between students’ post-secondary plans and their course selection. When 

asked about their choice of advanced courses, students typically refer to a 

�
23 At the same time, students also get an opportunity to drop a limited number of subjects. 
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mix of interest and ability as their main motivation,24 and only a minority 

of respondents report that they strategically chose their “Leistungskurse” 

to position themselves for entry to a particular post-secondary field of 

study. The following excerpts from my interview material provide two 

illustrations: 

I: When you were making your selection of the advanced courses, did 
you take into consideration what you want to do afterwards or was it 
largely independent of that? 

Student: No, not really. So in English, I just thought I just wanted to 
improve my English, that is going to benefit me almost everywhere, so 
that's generally good. Political science, in turn, has always interested 
me, because my parents are both civil servants and my mother works 
in the Ministry of Justice and we also talk a lot about it at home. And 
then, it's also relatively relaxed and easy to participate in class, if you 
just stay on top of what is happening, watch the news or read the 
newspaper, what you should do anyway, I think. That's why I just 
chose political science, but I do not really want to do anything with it 
later.  – S-S-16, senior, m 

I: Why these subjects?  

B: English, of course, because I was abroad the other year (…) I always 
liked English as a subject, where you get to talk a lot. I’m also lucky to 
have Mrs. [name of teacher] because she  has a varied teaching style, 
and she does it really well. Political Science on the other hand, I chose, 
because, no idea, I also enjoy arguing and debating about current 
topics a lot. 

I: But you didn’t choose those subjects, because you were already 
thinking about what will come later after the Abitur? 

B: Not, not at all. No, I don’t think you can say that. –  P-S-15, junior, 
m 

�
24 Various students also mentioned that their course selection was influenced by the reputation 
of the teachers who were teaching particular classes. 



79 

This is not to say that students’ selection of their advanced courses is 

entirely random. My data indicates a clear affinity between the selection of 

certain advanced courses and certain post-secondary goals. For example, 

many respondents who are interested in studying medicine choose biology 

as an advanced course. Similarly, students with an interest in computer 

science or a natural science such as chemistry, neurobiology or physics 

typically select “Leistungskurse” that are aligned with their post-secondary 

goals. However, what is striking in contrast to American umc high school 

students is how little German students rationalize their course selection as 

a conscious and future-oriented decision.  

Although I find that few German umc teenagers rely on a logic of 

resume-building during their last few years of secondary education, I am 

not proposing that the concept of resume-building is entirely alien to umc 

adolescents in Germany. On the contrary, my data indicates that many 

German umc students also engage in certain activities that may qualify as 

a form of resume-building. Probably, the most prominent of these activities 

is the participation in study abroad program during secondary school. 

Consistent with the findings on of Gerhards et al. (2017), I find that the 

participation in such study abroad programs are highly prevalent among 

German umc high school students. Almost every third respondent in my 

sample reported that they had participated in a language exchange 
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program at some point during the Gymnasium or secondary school, living 

in a guest family and attending in another country.  

Second, many umc teenagers in Germany do internships during or after 

secondary school to collect valuable practical experience and to bolster 

their resume for the future. In fact, because a growing number of German 

universities now do consider students’ experiences outside of school as part 

of their admissions process, students have an incentive to do internships 

before applying to university. Thus, for example, several students with an 

interest to study medicine reported that they were considering working at 

a hospital as a care assistant to collect valuable practical experience that 

they can document on their resume. Internships were also frequently 

mentioned by students planning to go into architecture or computer 

science.  

Both internships and the participation in study abroad programs can be 

seen as a form of resume-building as it represents an “investment” in the 

human capital and future career prospects of young people. However, in 

contrast to the logic of resume-building that is prevalent among American 

high school students, I find that German umc teenagers’ “investment into 

their resume” are only loosely coupled to the evaluative processes of higher 

education institutions. For example, except for a small number of 

respondents, I find that most students plan their internships for after the 



81 

completion of the Gymnasium. Only very few respondents reported that 

they had already collected internship experiences while still a student, i.e. 

during their school vacations. German teenagers therefore invest into their 

resume primarily for their future in a general, abstract sense – rather than 

in order to satisfy the criteria of admissions of selective higher education 

institutions.  

Marketing the self among American UMC teenagers 

The third and final dimension of the “market self” is American umc 

teenagers’ propensity to think about the “self” – including their identity, 

academic and non-academic interests and personal qualities – as an asset 

or form of capital in the context of college admissions. My data indicates 

that many umc teenagers, especially those who are aiming for highly 

selective post-secondary institutions, believe that an impressive high 

school transcript, good test scores and interesting extracurriculars are not 

enough. They believe they need an additional feature – such as an 

interesting life story, a special talent or an underrepresented social or racial 

identity – to stand out in the application process. One of my respondents 

at the public school Newham succinctly summarized this belief when she 

stated: “You have to stand out somehow. You can’t be just part of the crowd. 

You have to find something that makes you unique. And then capitalize on 

that” (NS29, w, senior, white-Jewish). 
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Across the 75 students I interviewed, 14 respondents expressed views 

similar to N-S-29’s. Further, this belief appears leads many umc teenagers 

to engage in a strategic form of self-presentation when applying to college. 

When talking about their college applications, and more specifically about 

their college essay and supplements, many respondents – particularly 

students in their senior year – described how they tried to use the college 

essay to make themselves stand out by highlighting their distinctive 

strengths and personal qualities. In other words, they are using the college 

essay and other narrative parts of the college application to quite literally 

“sell themselves.” As an illustration, consider the following quotes from 

interviews:  

Student:  There are a lot of places that regard the essay highly, and if 
you're between two applicants, and someone has a really good essay, 
then that's going to help them. I figured it can only help to have a 
really good essay. My stats are going to speak for themselves. There's 
only so much I can control on my college, and the essay is part of it. – 
NS6, senior, f 

Work on communicating what is good about you. That's what I feel. A 
lot of people can have really high GPA and really high SAT scores and 
they're also all probably really smart, but I feel like a really big thing is 
you have to be able to communicate your strengths and communicate 
your intelligence to someone who's never met you. Who's just reading 
a hundred other pieces of paper on top of it. – NS10, junior, m 

Of course, this strategic form of self-presentation is in part a product of 

active coaching. College admissions advice books and websites abound 
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with advice on how to write a winning college essay that will attract 

admission officers’ attention, and private college counselors and parents 

often repeat the same message when advising teenagers on their college 

essays (compare Weis et al. 2014; Smith and Sun 2015). My interview data 

indicates that the presentation of self of many students is indeed shaped by 

such external influences. For example, one high-achieving student at 

Westshire High who had successfully applied to Harvard explained how he 

structured his college essay based on advice he read online:25 

In my application, I definitely had a very clear and concise narrative. 
All the college websites, they all tell you to write a narrative that's 
focused on your spike. My spikes that set me apart from other 
applicants were that I did a lot of leadership stuff, a lot of performing 
stuff. A lot of economics and business-related stuff and those were my 
three spikes. – WS18, m, senior, Asian-American  

Yet although students’ propensity to market the self does not come 

exclusively from themselves, my data indicates that many do internalize 

the market language and logic that are associated with the imperative of 

self-marketing. During interviews, many respondents used “market 

language” in describing their understanding of the college application 

process (i.e., “need to sell myself,” “have to capitalize on” etc.). Moreover, I 

find tentative evidence that the logic of “self-marketing” that is encouraged 

�
25 Other students mentioned that they had received advice on their essays from private college 
counselors, parents or siblings.  
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by the college admissions process may shape how students think about 

their interests and personal qualities beyond the task of working on their 

college application essays. For example, a junior at Berkton Academy 

whose parents (two physicians) had migrated to the US from India talked 

about the importance of self-differentiation even though he was still in his 

junior year. When I asked him how he thought his ethnic background and 

interest in science might influence his odds of admission to the schools on 

his college list, he told me:26 

If I want to be a science student, it's going to be definitely harder for 
me to differentiate myself. (…)  I think if I sold myself as an all-science 
student, I probably won't have as much success as I would if I sold 
myself as someone who had a very broad education and wants to apply 
that to maybe science, but also science policy. Something like that. – 
BS5, m, junior, Indian-American 

In a number of other cases, students offered retrospective accounts of 

their college application process that point in a similar direction. For 

example, in the following statement, an Asian-American student at the 

public school Newham High describes how the college application process 

prompted her to think about her one “true passion.” This “passion” later 

became the foundation of her college essay and entire application profile. 

�
26 There are important differences between White and Asian-American students with respect to 
how they approach their presentation of self. Due to space constraints, I cannot offer a 
discussion of these differences here.  
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(She ended up applying to schools specializing in business with the 

intention to study accounting.) 

Interviewer:  So in sophomore year you started thinking about those 
tests. What other things did you start thinking about because of 
college? 

Interviewee: So like sophomore, in sophomore year I was thinking 
about tests but I was also thinking about what's my true passion. Like 
I was deciding between science and math and like hmm. And then at 
the beginning of junior year I was also debating between stats.  – 
NS27, w, senior, Asian-American 

Thus, even though it is clear that students’ efforts to sell their selves is 

prompted by the peculiar affordances of the college essay, the imperative 

of self-differentiation that many students sense as they apply to college may 

permeate their thinking more broadly. 

No marketing of the self in Germany 

University-bound umc teenagers in Germany, in contrast, show little 

concern about their presentation of self as they approach the entry to post-

secondary education.  Across a total of 86 students I interviewed, not a 

single respondent expressed concern about how to make themselves stand 

out when applying to university. Further, in contrast to their American 

peers, umc teenagers in Germany rarely use “market language” when 

talking about the entry to post-secondary education. 

To be sure, this finding is partly attributable to the fact that not all 

German universities require prospective students to submit a personal 
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statement of purpose, and those that do may not treat it with the same 

importance it is accorded in the US (Stevens 2007). Thus, German students 

applying to university are not only given fewer opportunities to write about 

their personal qualities but also have less incentive to market themselves. 

The reasons for the absence of self-marketing efforts among these 

teenagers, however, are also related to their beliefs about how university 

admissions works.  

Although it is now increasingly common for German universities to 

consider non-academic criteria of admission, and even though universities 

do not use any absolute grade cut-off points, an overwhelming number of 

students still believe that their grades represent the most important entry 

ticket to higher education. This is reflected in how students talk about 

admission to German universities. Many respondents described the 

process of admission as a straightforward process of qualification in which 

they simply had to meet a predefined GPA cut-off point. 

I:  If you wouldn’t plan to go study in the Netherlands, would it be 
difficult to get admitted to study business administration in Germany?  

B: Yes, one-point-six at the Free University, if I wanted to stay in 
Berlin.  

I: And outside of Berlin?  

B: Two-point-something. -- S-S-24, m, senior 

Interviewee: I've always wanted to become a doctor, that's my 
childhood dream and now I don’t want to fail because I'm not careful 
at school. There's just that number, it's there, that average, so, ok, you 
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have to have a 1.0 [GPA] plus two wait-time semesters (…) if you want 
to study here in Berlin, and that of course creates a lot of pressure. – 
A-S-17, f, senior 

This widespread belief is reinforced by the way higher education 

institutions communicate information about the selectivity of different 

fields of study.  Each year, they routinely publish the lowest Abitur GPA 

that was required for admission to particular programs of study. Although 

this value is based on historical data and does not hold any predictive value, 

students widely treat it as an absolute value that indicates the “minimum 

GPA” they need to get admitted to a particular field at a given university. 

Hence, colloquially, the term “numerus clausus” is often erroneously used 

to refer to the abitur GPA that is required to obtain a place of study in a 

program (compare Gehlke et al. 2017). 

Thus, even though the last 10-20 years have seen a widespread 

diversification of the criteria of admissions used by German higher 

education institutions, most prospective applicants still understand higher 

education admissions as a qualification game. This understanding stands 

in stark contrast to the view of many American respondents, who 

frequently express uncertainty about the real value of their high school 

GPA or test scores for their college applications relative to other factors 

such as their essay, personal contacts, social background etc. 
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Discussion 

University Admissions and UMC Teenagers’ construction of self in 

Germany 

Up to this point, I have described how umc teenagers in Germany form 

their selves primarily in negative terms: how their construction of self 

differs from that of teenagers with an identical class background in the US. 

This raises the question: if the American system of selective college 

admissions encourages umc adolescents to construct a market self, what 

kind of self is fostered by the system of admission to German universities? 

I argue that the construction of self of umc teenagers in Germany – at 

least within the context of their interaction with educational institutions – 

is confined to inhabiting and enacting a “student self.”  By coining the term 

“student self,” I build on the work of John Meyer and other neo-

institutional theorists who have studied and theorized the institutional 

structure of modern schooling (e.g., Meyer and Rowan 1978; Boli et al. 

1985; Meyer and Ramirez 2000). From the perspective of this theoretical 

tradition, we can think about the role of the “student” as a highly 

institutionalized actor who is part of the “grammar of schooling” (Tyack 

and Tobin 1994) and is associated with a bundle of highly institutionalized 

scripts of action and norms (i.e., “being on time,” “doing your homework,” 

“respecting your teachers,” “studying for tests” etc.).  
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Based on my comparative research, I argue that the self-understanding 

and actions of German umc teens remain largely within the confines of this 

institutionalized role. The teens may vary in their role commitment, but 

even if they happen to be highly achievement-oriented, their strategies of 

action and self-concepts remain closely tied to the role of being a student. 

That is, they do not draw on cultural frames or logics of action that are 

derived from an institutional sphere outside school, such as the market. 

Of course, this is not to suggest that umc teenagers in the United States 

are not students as well. American high school students follow many of the 

same behavioral scripts associated with being a student that are exhibited 

by students in Germany and schools all around the world. When they do 

their homework, study for a test, or sit in class, the behavior and self-

understanding of American high school students are barely distinguishable 

from those of their German peers. However, on top of the student self, 

American umc teens also mobilize cultural frames and logics of action that 

are rooted in market society rather than the institutional script of modern 

schooling. Thus, one way to think about American teenagers’ cultivation of 

a market self is to see the market self as an overlay of the student self that 

they are cultivating at the same time.  
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Explaining the Discrepancy in the Construction of Self of American 

and German UMC Teenagers 

The analysis presented in this chapter points to major cross-national 

differences in the ways American and German umc teenagers cultivate 

their selves as they approach the entry to higher education. American umc 

high school students cultivate a “market self” that is characterized by a 

strong reliance on a frame of competition, a logic of resume-building and 

practices of self-marketing. University-bound youth in Germany, in 

contrast, do not think about the entry to university as a zero-sum 

competition, rarely use a logic of resume-building and do not consider the 

self an asset they have to market to improve their chances of admission to 

university. How can we explain these differences? 

While I cannot offer a definitive causal explanation based on my cross-

sectional data, I argue that the most plausible explanation of the cross-

national differences documented here lies in the distinct organization of 

the American system of selective college admissions and university 

admissions in Germany, including the standards of evaluation and 

organizational priorities of higher education institutions.   

Consider, as an illustration, the standards of evaluation of higher 

education institutions. How universities define merit is likely to matter 

because their criteria of admissions define not only what counts as 

educational capital in a given school system but also “the standards of 
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youth accomplishment” in a given society (Stevens 2007: 15). Thus, for 

example, American high school students think about extracurriculars and 

course selection as a form of resume-building because it is known that a 

rigorous high school curriculum and extracurricular accomplishments are 

a form of capital that selective post-secondary institutions value and 

reward. German umc teenagers, in contrast, have long been exposed to the 

message that admission to university is primarily dependent on their high 

school GPA. Hence, their efforts to position themselves for the entry to 

university are largely confined to maximizing their grades – a strategy that 

does not follow a logic of resume-building.  

Similarly, teenagers’ construction of self is also shaped by the distinct 

organizational priorities of American and German higher education 

institutions. American post-secondary institutions value diversity 

(Warikoo 2016) and strive to admit not only excellent individual students 

but also a “well-rounded class” (Stevens 2007). These institutional 

priorities – in combination with the practice of holistic admissions 

(Bastedo et al. 2018) – have created the conditions for American students’ 

interests, personal qualities, and social background to become a form of 

capital in the college admissions process. That is, umc teenagers’ efforts to 

fashion distinct selves can be seen as a response to colleges’ institutional 

goal of admitting a balanced and diverse class. In contrast, in Germany, 
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universities or departments do not treat it as an institutional priority to 

craft a “balanced class” and do not typically consider candidates’ social 

background, interests or personality in making admissions decisions 

(Schreiterer 2008; Täger 2010). Furthermore, apart from quotas for 

students with certain disabilities, there is no institutionalized concern 

about diversity, whether ethnic, racial or socio-economic (compare 

Klammer 2015). 

Alternative Explanations 

While I stress the social organization of selective college admissions to 

explain American umc teenagers’ construction of a market self, there are 

other possible explanations of my findings. In the conclusion of this 

section, I want to briefly discuss two alternative explanations that deserve 

particular attention.  

First, one could argue that rather than being related to the social 

organization of the transition from secondary to higher education, the 

characteristics of the market self I identify in this chapter – a logic of 

resume-building, a competitive mindset etc. – are rooted in socialization 

experiences that occur long before American teenagers enter the college 

admissions process. For example, the widespread logic of “resume-

building” that American high-SES students display could be a product of 

the concerted cultivation parenting style of American mc and umc parents 
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(Lareau 2003). Studies show that structured activities occupy a central 

place in the socialization of American mc children (Snellman et al. 2015), 

and that many of these structured activities expose children to the 

experience of participating in competitions, such as chess tournaments, 

soccer games or spelling bees (Friedman 2013; Dhingra Fortchoming). 

Thus, students’ propensity to rely on a cultural frame of “competition” and 

an attitude toward school that is marked by a logic of resume-building may 

be the product of what Koppman (2014) calls “competitive socialization.” 

However, comparative studies show that “concerted cultivation” as a 

parenting style is by no means limited to the American middle class: 

middle-class parents in many parts of the world encourage participation in 

structured after-school activities, such as music or dance lessons or 

enrichment programs (e.g., Chiang 2018; Matsuoka 2019). By extension, 

this is also true for Germany. Studies show that there is a also widely 

entrenched culture of concerted cultivation among German middle-class 

parents, even though the intensity of these parenting practices may be 

overall more moderate than in the United States (Kohrs 2016; Gülzau 

2018). Moreover, even if there is something distinctively American about 

competitive extracurricular activities and their popularity in American 

middle-class suburbs, it is hard to disentangle the influence of these 

activities on adolescents’ formation of self from the influence of selective 
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college admissions. Many of these activities are in fact so prevalent because 

parents see them as a means of equipping their children with critical capital 

that will give them a leg up in the college admissions process (Stevens 

2007; Friedman 2013). 

A second alternative explanation invokes broader political and 

macrosocial conditions. From prior research, we know that market 

relationships are more established in American society than in Germany 

(Hall and Soskice 2001; Thelen 2004) and that American culture and social 

life have long revolved around values such as individualism, self-reliance 

and entrepreneurialism (Weber 1930; Huber 1971; Lipset 1979; Sklansky 

2002). By extension, one could argue that the “market self” that umc high 

school students cultivate is simply an extension of the dominant script of 

personhood that is promoted by the broader political economy and 

national culture of the country. This alternative explanation has some face 

validity on the basis of comparative research (e.g., Svallfors 2006; Sharone 

2014). However, it falls short of explaining the absence of a “market self” 

among German umc teenagers. For even if it is true that neoliberal scripts 

of personhood are less prevalent and less deeply engrained in Germany 

than in the United States, it is not the case that the spread of neoliberalism 

has not had any impact at all on Germany society at all. On the contrary, a 

growing body of research shows that neoliberal doctrines such as 
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entrepreneurialism, flexibility and self-responsibility have also 

proliferated in the German labor market. Employees are increasingly 

encouraged to think about themselves as entrepreneurs who need to 

“manage” their careers and “invest” and market their “skills” (see Werle 

2010; Hänzi 2015; Bröckling 2016).  This development is best epitomized 

by the trope of the “ich-AG” (“Me, Inc”), which emerged in German public 

discourse in the mid-2000s in response to sweeping reforms of the 

country’s unemployment policies (Diewald 2004). In sum, this body of 

evidence suggests that neoliberal scripts of actorhood have also become 

more prevalent in Germany. Hence, even though German umc adolescents 

may not cultivate a market self as they approach the entry to higher 

education, they may well do so at a later point of their life-course – for 

example, at the point of transition into the labor market.  

C o n c l u s i o n  

In the last 10–20 years, various journalists and public commentators 

have voiced concern about the relationship between college admissions 

and the formation of self of American high-SES youth (Pope 2001; Brooks 

2001; Robbins 2006; Levine 2006b), portraying today’s generation of 

(elite) college students as overly instrumentalist and career-oriented. For 

example, in a widely discussed book, William Deresiewicz (Deresiewicz 

2014), a former Yale faculty professor, argued that the current system of 

(elite) college admissions is producing a generation of hyperconformist 
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kids who are highly achievement-oriented but lack an inner moral 

compass, or in short, “excellent sheep.” 

The findings of my research support this argument by showing that 

many umc teenagers mold their selves according to the templates of the 

ideal self that are propagated by selective post-secondary institutions. As 

they approach the transition to college, American umc high school students 

cultivate a “market self” that is characterized by a strong reliance on a 

frame of competition, a logic of resume-building and practices of self-

marketing.  Umc teenagers are, in other words, fairly conformist.  

However, despite an unmistakable element of conformism in American 

students’ construction of self, they also display a considerable amount of 

agency and creativity as they seek to live up to the standards of evaluation 

of selective colleges and universities. This is evident, for example, in their 

efforts to craft distinctive identities that appeal to selective higher 

education institutions. To do so effectively, they need to assess their own 

strengths and weaknesses as well as the supply of and demand for various 

skills and identities on the post-secondary marketplace and then embrace 

a self-presentation strategy that maximizes their own “market value.” 

Thus, rather than “excellent sheep,” today’s teenagers may be more 

accurately described as precocious careerists or entrepreneurs of the self. 
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However, in defense of today’s youth, one might ask: How durable is the 

“market self” that American umc teenagers cultivate? Do they continue to 

construct a self that is marked by the same traits I have identified in this 

paper, or are these traits merely a momentary adaptation to the affordances 

of the college admissions process? While the data I have collected does not 

allow me to answer this question, we can gain some insight into the 

durability of the selves that students construct from research on American 

students’ life in college and college-to-work transitions. For example, 

studies of student life at selective elite colleges show that American 

students’ high level of participation in extracurricular activities does not 

end with their graduation from high school but continues in college 

(Chambliss and Takacs 2014) and is driven by a similar logic of resume-

building – except for the difference that once in college, students are 

building a resume for coveted summer internships or their first job rather 

than college admissions (Wooten 2019).27 Other studies document how 

elite students continue to rely on a framework of competition throughout 

college, competing for scarce resources on and off campus (such as 

fellowships and prestigious internships) and for the most lucrative and 

prestigious post-graduate jobs (Binder et al. 2015; Rivera 2016). This 

�
27 This includes not only college sports, which are known for occupying a particularly prominent 
place in the American higher education system (Shulman and Bowen 2011), but also a broad 
landscape of extracurricular activities, such as clubs, newspapers, and service organizations, 
which closely mirrors the landscape of extracurricular activities in suburban high schools.  
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evidence suggests that American umc teenagers’ construction of a market 

self is not confined to their transition from high school to college but may 

extend to their life-course more broadly. In other words, the rite of passage 

of college admissions may have an imprinting effect on young people’s 

formation of self that may continue to inform their self-understanding and 

view of the world well into their adult lives. 
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CHAPTER 4 

UPPER-MIDDLE-CLASS TEENAGERS AND SELECTIVE 

COLLEGE ADMISSIONS IN THE UNITED STATES 

 

A long tradition of sociological scholarship has focused on uncovering cultural 

mechanisms that contribute to the reproduction of social class. For example, 

some scholars have documented how class-specific parenting practices translate 

into socio-economic disparities in students’ ability to navigate educational 

institutions (Lareau 2003; Calarco 2018), while other scholars have shown how 

educational institutions advantage students from high-SES backgrounds by 

valuing certain types of knowledge over others (Bourdieu and Passeron 1964). 

Yet another line of research has drawn attention to class-based differences in 

students’ orientation toward educational institutions, arguing that low- and high-

SES students develop distinct orientations toward school through repeated 

interaction with their social environment (Willis 1977; MacLeod 2008; Demerath 

2009).  

In the existing literature, it is widely assumed that such class-differences in 

students’ orientation toward educational institutions put students from a high-
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SES background at an advantage over low-SES students (e.g., Espenshade and 

Radford 2009). In fact, class-differences in students’ attitudes toward school are 

often cited as a major cause of class-disparities in students’ achievement and 

educational attainment (e.g., Radford 2013). In this paper I seek to complicate 

this conventional view. Focusing on the case of students’ attitudes toward 

selective college admissions, I argue that class culture can also have paradoxically 

effects on students, leading high-SES teenagers to resist, rather than affirm, 

certain elements of the dominant class culture they are socialized into.  

To support this argument, I draw on data from a qualitative in-depth study of 

college-bound upper-middle-class high school students. In doing so, I build on 

prior research that has shown that the process of applying to college has become 

increasingly intense and anxiety-ridden for students from a high-SES 

background. High-SES students are socialized in a class environment that values 

and encourages the attendance of selective and highly selective post-secondary 

institutions (McDonough 1997; Stevens 2007; Weis et al. 2014), and historically 

they have long enjoyed privileged access to such institutions (Karabel 2005). In 

the last 20-30 years, however, competition for admissions to top-tier post-

secondary institutions has significantly increased (Hoxby 2009; Alon 2009), 

leading high-SES teenagers to increase their efforts to secure a spot at one of 

those institutions (Bound et al. 2009; Wells et al. 2016).  

Drawing on data from qualitative interviews with about 70 upper-middle-

class high school students as well as 20 school counselors across three high-

performing suburban schools located in a major city in the American Northeast, 
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I find that the increased competitiveness of college admissions has a polarizing 

effect on students. Although a majority of upper-middle-class students are highly 

achievement oriented and compete for admissions to prestigious four-year 

colleges and universities, my data also indicates that a good number of high-SES 

students display a much more moderated attitude toward college admission. 

These “college pragmatists”, as I propose to all them, curtail – rather than 

maximize – their participation in the competition for admissions to top-tier post-

secondary institutions, and typically hold more moderate college aspirations than 

other students at their school. Lastly, college pragmatists also draw sharp 

symbolic boundaries against students who display a more competitive and 

strategic orientation toward the college admissions process, e.g., describing them 

as overly competitive or instrumentalist.  

My analysis suggests that these within-class differences in students’ attitudes 

toward college admissions are the product of a combination of factors. First, my 

data indicates that there is an association between students’ attitudes and their 

level of achievement: upper-middle-class students who display a pragmatic 

attitude toward college tend to be average or below-average students relative to 

other students at the schools they attend. Second, college pragmatists’ moderated 

aspirations and efforts to compete is also influenced by the academic context of 

their high schools. Because they are attending schools that are marked by a high 

overall level of achievement, college pragmatists are surrounded by students who 

are high-achieving and hold ambitious college aspirations. This can lead average- 

and below-average students to opt out of the competition for particularly sought-
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after post-secondary destinations – in a process similar to what Bourdieu called 

“self-elimination.” Lastly, third, my data indicates that contingent events and 

experiences, such as tragic events in students’ families, can also play a role in 

shaping students’ attitude toward college by leading them to re-assess their life 

priorities. 

These findings contribute to sociological scholarship on the relationship 

between social class and students’ orientation toward educational institutions. To 

date, most existing work on this topic has focused on documenting broad 

between-class differences (e.g., Calarco 2011, McDonough 1997; Holland 2019). 

Meanwhile only a small number of studies have considered within-class 

differences in students’ orientations toward educational institutions, and those 

studies have been mostly confined to research on students from poor or low-

income backgrounds (e.g. Willis 1977; MacLeod 2008; Silva and Corse 2018). In 

contrast, the present paper points to within-class variation in the orientation 

toward educational institutions of students from a high-SES background. 

Second, the paper extends existing research on within-class variation in 

students’ orientation toward educational institutions by offering testable 

hypotheses regarding the relationship of social class and students’ attitudes 

toward college. My analysis suggests that several factors, including students’ level 

of achievement, the academic context of the high schools they attend, or 

contingent events and experience – are factors that can lead upper-middle-class 

students to deviate from the dominant college narrative which they are exposed 

to as part of their socialization. 
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Third and lastly, the paper also adds to a more detailed understanding of the 

socialization experiences of high-SES teenagers in a time of increased anxiety and 

competition surrounding college admissions. While prior research has 

documented how adolescents from a high-SES family background – as well as 

their parents – have increased their efforts to secure access to selective four-year 

institutions (Alon 2009; Weis et al. 2014), the findings presented here suggest 

that the increased competitiveness of college admissions may in fact lead some 

high-SES students to curtail their efforts and opt out of the competition for 

admissions to highly selective institutions.  

Social Class and College Admissions 

While sociologists have long shown an interest in the powerful role of social 

class in shaping how individuals interact with educational institutions, recent 

scholarship has been marked by a particularly strong interest in examining the 

role of social class with respect to post-secondary education. Much scholarship 

that has been produced in the last 10-20 years has focused on documenting – and 

explaining – socio-economic disparities in students’ pathways to and through 

higher education (e.g., Armstrong and Hamilton 2013; Holland 2014; Hamilton 

2016). Not coincidentally, this surge of scholarly interest in the relationship of 

social class and higher education has occurred during a period of dramatic 

opening of higher education to previously excluded segments of the population.  

Despite the broadened access to higher education, however, research shows 

that there remain stark socio-economic inequalities in students’ access (and 

returns) to post-secondary education (Bastedo and Jaquette 2011; Mettler 2014). 
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For example, studies show that even though low-SES students enter post-

secondary education at increasing rates, they are at higher risk of dropping out of 

college than students from a high-SES background (Bailey and Dynarski 2011). 

Other studies find that students’ class background and unequal access to cultural 

and economic capital affects their ability to navigate higher education institutions 

and make the best out of their time in college (Goldrick-Rab 2006; Armstrong 

and Hamilton 2013; Jack 2016).  

Probably the most widely studied form of socio-economic inequality with 

respect to post-secondary education, however, concerns students’ access to 

different types of post-secondary institutions. A large body of sociological 

scholarship shows that students’ college destinations are closely associated with 

their social class background: While children from high-SES families are widely 

overrepresented at selective and highly selective colleges and universities (Karen 

2002; Espenshade and Radford 2009; Clotfelter 2017), first-generation and low-

income high school graduates are more likely to attend community college or 

state schools (Bastedo and Jaquette 2011). 

Existing Explanation of Socio-economic Inequalities in Students’ 

College Destinations  

Scholars have pointed to a combination of reasons for these socio-economic 

inequalities in students’ college destinations. Many studies stress the role of 

parents and students’ socialization environment. For example, some scholars 

have drawn attention to the distinct “institutional habitus” or ‘school culture” of 

the educational institutions in which high- and low-SES students are socialized 
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and argued that this institutional habitus or culture can exerts an influence on 

what post-secondary institutions students aspire to attend (e.g. Demerath 2009; 

Weis et al. 2014). Other scholars have pointed to class-based differences in 

parenting practices and suggested they can lead to socio-economic disparities in 

students’ college readiness (Snellman et al. 2015; Silva and Snellman 2018). 

According to this line of research, high-parents are not only more active in 

fostering their children’s cognitive development and extracurricular interests 

(Lareau 2003), but also more hands-on in guiding their children through the 

increasingly complex college application process than low-SES parents (e.g., by 

hiring private college consultants, compare Smith and Sun 2015).  

Still other studies have stressed the active role of students themselves. 

According to this perspective, students are not passive objects of various external 

influences, but actively shape their own educational trajectories via the choices 

they make. For example, a number of studies have documented class-based 

differences in how students evaluate different post-secondary pathways: 

Compared to their high-SES peers, students from low-SES backgrounds tend to 

limit their college choices to a comparatively narrow set of options due to a 

combination of insufficient information and risk aversion (Radford 2013; 

Holland 2018). Another line of research has argued that low- and high-SES 

students develop distinct attitudes toward educational institutions through 

interaction with their social environment, attitudes which then translate into 

divergent outcomes in educational achievement and attainment. This argument 

has been made forcefully by a number of classical studies of poor and working-
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class adolescents, including Paul Willis’ Learning to Labor (1977), Jay MacLeod’s 

Ain't No Makin' it (2008) and Fordham and Obgu’s (1986) work on acting white. 

According to these studies, disadvantaged youth often undermine their own 

chances of upward mobility by adopting an indifferent or even outrightly 

oppositional attitude toward school. In contrast, research on youth from a 

middle-class or upper-middle-class background usually finds that high-SES 

youth are – on average – more success- and achievement-oriented than their low-

SES peers (Demerath 2009; Weis et al. 2014). Rather than adopting an attitude 

of resignation or even resistance toward school, high-SES teens – at least for US 

– have been shown to display high ambitions and strive to excel in school and 

beyond (compare e.g., Schneider and Stevenson 1999; Demerath 2009). Hence, 

according to this last line of research, socio-economic disparities in students’ 

post-secondary destinations are not only the product of the influence of parents 

and schools, but also of class-based differences in students’ aspirations and 

achievement-orientation. 

From Class Culture to Within-Class Variation in Students’ Attitudes 

Toward Educational Institutions 

The overview of existing research shows that social class plays a key role in 

existing sociological explanations of inequalities in students’ college destinations. 

However, even though there is no doubt that social class represents a powerful 

force in processes of educational attainment, there are also studies that show that 

there is considerable within-class heterogeneity. Indeed, some of the clearest 

evidence for within-class variation in students’ attitudes toward educational 
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institutions comes from two of the most influential studies on the relationship of 

class culture and education:  Willis’ Learning to Labor and MacLeod’s Ain’t No 

Makin’ it. Both books are typically cited as evidence for the powerful role of social 

class in shaping students’ educational outcomes and attitudes toward educational 

institutions, yet, both studies do in fact report findings that point to interesting 

intra-class differences.  

In his study of working-class pupils growing up in England, Willis documents 

how a group of working-class students that he refers to as “the lads” adopt an 

attitude of resistance toward educators and school, thereby undermining their 

very own chances of upward mobility. Next to the lads, however, Willis also 

identifies a second group of students who exhibit a more conformist attitude 

toward school even though they come from the same working-class background 

as the lads. These findings find a close equivalent in the work by MacLeod. Based 

on an ethnographic study of poor teenagers growing up in a housing project in 

the US, MacLeod identifies two groups of teens who exhibit distinct attitudes 

toward school and the “American Dream”: While one group of students is widely 

disillusioned and display an attitude of resistance toward school, the second 

group is more hopeful about their future and believe in the possibility of upward 

mobility through hard work. 

Still, in the reception of the work of Willis and MacLeod, these within-class 

differences have generally found less attention than the part of their work that 

documents the strong influence that class culture can exert on young adults. 

Consequently, most sociological scholarship on the relationship between social 
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class and processes of status reproduction in the last 10-20 years has remained 

focused on examining between-class difference in students’ attitudes toward 

educational institutions, while paying little attention to within-class variation. 

There are, however, a small number of exceptions. Just in the last few years, a few 

scholars have brought some renewed attention to within-class differences in 

students’ attitudes towards educational institutions. Silva & Corse (2018), for 

example, examine narratives of the self of young adults from a working-class and 

middle-class background. In doing so, the authors show that middle-class 

adolescents tend to cultivate an agentic self that is marked by strong future 

orientation, a sense of agency and persistence, while working-class cultivate a self 

that is marked by more passivity. However, their data also indicates that the 

difference between middle-class and working-class teenagers is not clear-cut: 

Under certain conditions, working-class teenagers may come to develop a 

stronger sense of agency and future orientation as well. Another example is the 

work of Jack (Jack 2016; 2019) whose research draws attention to within-class 

differences in students’ experiences of college. Studying the experiences of low-

income minority students at elite research universities, Jack finds major 

differences in how low-income and minority students adapt to the academic and 

social environment of elite schools depending on the type of secondary school in 

which they have been socialized. Minority and low-income students who attended 

regular low-income high schools have a harder time adjusting to the academic 

and social environment of elite universities, while minority and low-income 
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students who had the chance to attend a college-preparatory secondary school 

are much better prepared to adjust to college and feel less alienated. 

In this paper, I build on this existing scholarship that has drawn attention to 

intra-class variation in how students relate to and navigate educational 

institutions. However, rather than focusing on variation among students from a 

poor or working-class background – as most scholarship has done – my analysis 

focuses on a widely different socio-demographic group of students:  I draw on 

data from a research project of teenagers from an upper-middle-class family 

background. This particular demographic group of adolescents is growing up in 

an environment that is undoubtedly privileged. Yet, their schooling experiences 

nevertheless deserve scholarly attention in light of research that point to recent 

changes in their socialization experiences. A growing amount of evidence 

suggests that school-related stress and anxiety disorders among high-SES 

teenagers have increased in the last 10-20 years as a result of the increasingly 

competitive nature of college admissions (e.g., Levine 2006a; King 2014; Feld 

and Shusterman 2015; Luthar and Kumar 2018). By focusing on high-SES high 

school students, the present paper thus not only seek to contribute to a better 

understanding of the relationship between social class and students’ attitudes 

toward educational institutions, but also provides insights into the socialization 

experiences of high-SES adolescents in a time of increased competition for 

college admissions. 
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Findings 

My research reveals that even though finding admissions to a prestigious four-

year college is a paramount concern for a majority of students at the three schools 

I studied, the college aspirations of upper-middle-class teenagers are more varied 

than one might expect based on prior scholarship (compare e.g., Demerath 

2009). Across all three schools, I find that some umc adolescents exhibit a more 

“pragmatic” attitude toward college. These students report post-secondary 

aspirations that are more modest than those of their peers and display only 

moderate efforts to position themselves for admission to selective colleges. 

Lastly, these “college pragmatists” also draw strong symbolic boundaries against 

other students who display a more strategic attitude toward college admissions, 

e.g., describing the latter students as “overly competitive” or “instrumentalist”. 

In doing so, college pragmatists present their own pragmatic orientation toward 

college in direct opposition to that of other students who exhibit a strategic and 

competitive orientation toward college (compare table 4.1).  In the following, I 

will present evidence from my research that illustrates the division between 

college pragmatists and college strategists in more detail. 
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Table 4.1:  Classification of students’ attitudes toward the college admissions 

process 

College 

strategists

Mixed 

attitude 

College 

pragmatists

No clear 

profile 

Berkton 10 6 3 2 

Newham 16 9 4 3 

Westshire 7 8 3 5 

Total 33 23 10 10 

Notes:  The four categories emerged inductively from my data analysis. 

Following common practice in qualitative interview research, I re-analyzed the 

entire corpus of my interview data using the four categories. As part of this 

analysis, each interview respondent was classified into one category– unless 

their responses showed no clear-cut pattern, in which case I categorize them as 

displaying “no clear profile.”  

Staying away from the madness of the college admissions rat race – 

College pragmatists’ attitude toward school 

Prior scholarship shows that high-SES high school students seek to position 

themselves for the entry to college by engaging in various admission-enhancing 

strategies (e.g., Wolniak et al. 2016). This typically includes the maintenance of 

excellent grades and the selection of rigorous high-level courses, as well as the 

pursuit of extracurricular activities such as athletics, volunteering or music. But 

even though such college-preparatory “resume-building” is widely prevalent in 
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well-resourced suburban high schools, I find that not all umc students participate 

in this culture of credentialing to the same extent. Across all three schools at 

which I conducted research, I find that some umc students consciously curtail 

rather than maximize their school-related efforts. For example, one respondent 

at the public school Westshire High described her attitude toward school in the 

following way: 

I'm happy with my grades. I could take higher-level classes, but that 
would be a lot for me. Personally, I think I balance my schedule very 
well. Because I only take two honors classes, I'm able to do the work in 
them, and have sports, and stuff like a social life, and get a decent 
amount of sleep each night. – W-S-21, junior, female 

Several other students described their attitudes toward school in similar ways 

as W-S-21. In doing so, respondents frequently stressed the notion that they 

deliberately “restrained” their school-related efforts: instead of pursuing perfect 

grades and enrolling in the highest possible number of honors and AP classes, 

they would prioritize a healthy sleep schedule or doing fun activities outside of 

school. The following two quotes illustrate how students described this form of 

deliberate (self-) restraint in interviews: 

My experience was not remotely as bad as a lot of people's, because I 
know people, 2:00 AM every single night staying up doing work. I said 
to myself, "I'm never staying up past 11:00." If I'm still doing homework 
at 11:00, I'm going to sleep. I found because of that, I was a lot less 
stressed than a lot of other people. – N-S-25, senior, male 

I'm not the kind of person who would stay in on a weekend to study for 
a mass of tests if I could go out and do something more interesting. If I 
could go out and take a trip, for example a photography trip somewhere, 
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I'd rather do that and take a small hit on a test. Maybe B to A-minus or 
something. It's more worth it in the long run. The memories are what 
will keep you going on and the connections. – W-S-23, senior, female 

Statements such as these illustrate that not all umc students treat school as an 

enterprise of building a strong resume for college.  Yet at the same time, it would 

be wrong to categorize these students as “slackers” who are completely 

disengaged from school. Most students who exhibit a pragmatic attitude toward 

college still care about good grades. The main difference in comparison to 

students who display a more strategic attitude toward college is that pragmatists 

display more measured efforts to achieve: They too strive to excel, but not at all 

costs. 

While describing their own attitude toward school, many college pragmatists 

also voiced critical opinions about the attitude of other students at their school. 

This criticism was often targeted at students who displayed a more strategic and 

competitive orientation toward college. For example, at the private school 

Berkton Academy one respondent told me: 

You see some kids really try and overload with the advanced placement 
courses. One example of this is, when we were in ninth grade, before AP 
classes were offered, there was one kid who planned out all of the APs 
he was going to take in the coming years, overloading his schedule with 
multiple a year. He ends up getting to sophomore year, taking two APs 
and he had to drop out of one of them because it's just a little too 
rigorous. The people who go into it with the sole mindset of how it looks 
on a college resume tend to sometimes, not always, and I don't want to 
generalize, sometimes run into issues with stress, time and grades. – B-
S-19, junior, male 
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This form of criticism suggests that college pragmatists rationalize their own 

“moderate” efforts in direct opposition to the behavior of college strategists who 

aggressively participate in the college admissions arms race. In the next section, 

I am going to discuss how this philosophy of “moderation” of college pragmatists 

is also reflected in their aspirations for post-secondary education.  

Embracing “realistic” goals for college – College pragmatists’ post-

secondary aspirations 

My analysis indicates that students who display a “pragmatic” attitude toward 

the college admission process not only differ from “college strategists” with 

respect to how vigorously they pursue entry to high-status post-secondary 

institutions, but also with respect to the very post-secondary aspirations they 

maintain. College strategists typically have their eyes on name-brand colleges and 

universities located at the very top of the steep status hierarchy of the American 

higher education system. College pragmatists, in contrast, tend to consider a 

broader set of post-secondary institutions. For example, one student at the 

private school Berkton Academy described his post-secondary aspirations in the 

following way: 

I don't really care where I end up at school as long as I have enjoyed it 
and having a good time. The way I look at it at least is that it doesn't 
really matter where you go to college. I think it's the person, not the 
education that makes successful people. I'd rather enjoy, have a good 
value on college rather than go somewhere else like super expensive. – 
B-S-20, m, junior 

Several other respondents expressed closely similar opinions: They would 

present themselves as open-minded with respect to their college destinations. A 
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number of these students also explicitly contrasted their aspirations with those 

of others who were focused on a narrower set of high-prestige post-secondary 

institutions. However, even though respondents tended to present their 

“moderate” college aspirations as a “deliberate” choice, I find that their 

aspirations are more often than not an adjustment to objective limitations. 

Students who exhibit a pragmatic attitude toward college tend to be either 

average or below-average students relative to the overall achievement 

distribution of the particular schools they attend. Hence, their “moderated” 

aspirations are also an adjustment to the possibilities that are available to them, 

as illustrated by the following extract from an interview with a student at Berkton 

Academy: 

Interviewer:  Tell me a little bit about how it is in terms of peer 
dynamics very early in the junior year. How much do you already talk 
about college at this point? 

Interviewee:  Casually, we have conversations about schools that we 
were aspiring to go to. But no one gets too unrealistic. I would never say 
that I want to go to Yale because that’s not where my grades stack up to. 
That isn't realistic. – B-S-19, m, junior 

Yet, this form of critical self-assessment is not purely the result of students own 

self-reflections. My observational data indicates that college and school 

counselors routinely encourage students to select choices for their college 

applications based on a realistic self-assessment of their grades and test scores. 

Moreover, most high school students now have access to a profusion of 

information about their odds of admission to different post-secondary 

institutions through information systems such as Naviance.  
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Nevertheless, despite this supportive scaffolding, I find that maintaining 

‘realistic’ college aspirations is not easy for students from an umc background due 

to the specific class-environment in which they are socialized. Raised in affluent 

and status-conscious suburban communities and socialized in schools that value 

prestige, many umc students develop a perception that they have to attend a high-

status post-secondary institutions in order to be successful in life and be 

respected by others. As a result, it can be difficult for students to pursue other 

post-secondary destinations without being judged by their peers. The following 

excerpt from a conversation with a senior at Westhire High, who had been 

admitted to UMass Amherst illustrate this tension.  

Interviewee:  This town is really bad about college and where you're 
going to school and how good it is. I'm going to a state school, and there's 
a social connotation of going to a state school versus going to a private 
university and how prestigious it is. I will say like, "Oh, I'm going to 
UMass Amherst," and they're, "Oh, that's such a good school!" 
Something that's not really truthful in how they feel about it. I'm fine 
with that. I know that it's a very good school and it makes the most 
sense... 

Interviewer:  Amherst, that's a flagship, right? 

Interviewee:  Yeah, exactly. It is the flagship campus. It's a very good 
school. It's really good for education, and I need to be in state if I want 
to be an educator in state. It makes sense for me, and I know that, but 
this town is especially bad about college.  – W-S-4, f, senior 

This student’s experience illustrates that students’ class and high school 

environment can shape what post-secondary destinations are considered 

desirable and which get stigmatized (mirroring the findings of Holland 2015). In 

the case of high-performing suburban high schools such as Westshire High, this 

means that even flagship state schools like UMass Amherst can become seen as 
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“mere safeties” – making it more difficult for students to pursue such post-

secondary destinations and openly talk about it. 

Drawing symbolic boundaries against college strategists 

Lastly, my data indicates that college pragmatists not only display moderate 

aspirations and efforts, but also routinely draw sharp “symbolic boundaries” 

(Lamont and Molnár 2002) against students who are more ambitious and 

strategic about college than they are. For example, when describing the behavior 

and attitudes of other students at their school, college pragmatists frequently use 

strong and morally charged labels such as “intense”, “hyper-competitive”, or 

“instrumentalist.”  

Further, the responses of many college pragmatists indicate that they base their 

evaluations of college strategists on believes about the importance of mental and 

physical health. When talking about other students, college pragmatists 

frequently referenced negative health consequences of the competition for college 

admissions which they observed in their peers. The following two quotes provide 

an illustration of this: 

It's all about finding the right balance and I think I've found that for the 
most part. (…) a lot of kids have less balance. (…) I think a lot of kids are 
very regimented but that kid is going to burn out because he's just going 
way too hard now. They're like, "Oh. I stay up till 3:00 AM every night." 
I’m like, "Don't do that, that's not healthy." – B-S-14, m, senior 

I see so many people that are super stressed because they take all honors 
classes or take a billion AP classes, and they’re just completely drowned 
in work. You just see that they don't have a social life. They're losing hair.  
A friend of mine has gray hairs. – W-S-07, m, junior 
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These statements illustrate how college pragmatists draw symbolic 

boundaries against college strategists that are based on the valuation of mental 

and physical health over achievement. In fact, the intensity of some respondents’ 

descriptions suggest that college pragmatists construct their very identity in 

opposition to that of college strategist: They strive to cultivate a self that is 

“balanced” and “healthy”, rather than “stressed out.”28 

Discussion 

The preceding analysis shows that upper-middle-class teens display divergent 

attitudes toward college:  Despite sharing the same class-origin, high school 

students from an upper-middle-class background vary in the extent to which they 

participate in the competition for admission to high-status colleges and 

universities. What explains this within-class variation in high-SES students’ 

responses to the incentives and pressures of the college admission process?  

One part of the answer to this question has already been well-explored by 

existing scholarship. Scholars have studied how the specific class culture into 

which high-SES adolescents are socialized shapes their aspirations and 

achievement-orientation. According to this body of research, umc adolescents 

develop a strategic attitude toward college since they are socialized in a class 

�
28 However, the division between college pragmatists and college strategists is mostly a latent 
conflict because the resentment between the two group is not mutual: College pragmatists draw 
extensive symbolic boundaries against high-achieving students, but their sharp symbolic 
boundaries are not reciprocated by college strategists. High-achieving students who seek 
admission to top-tier post-secondary institutions may occasionally refer to other less-ambitious 
students as “slackers”, but these references are less prevalent as the references that college 
pragmatists draw to their peers. Hence, while college pragmatists define their identity in sharp 
contrast to students who are more competitive and strategic about college than they are, college 
strategists do not define their identity in opposition to college strategist to the same extent. 
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environment that values and encourages the pursuit of degrees from high-status 

post-secondary institutions. Hence, the actual question that requires an 

explanation is: Why do some upper-middle-class students deviate from the 

prestige-oriented college-going culture of their social class and adopt a pragmatic 

attitude toward college admissions instead? 

While my cross-sectional data does not allow me to isolate definitive causal 

relationships, my analysis points to three key factors that appear to affect 

students’ attitudes toward college admissions. The first and possibly most 

important factor is the academic high school environment of the schools umc 

students tend to attend. Prior scholarship has shown that high-performing high 

schools are marked by particularly intense and competitive culture (Attewell 

2001; Espenshade et al. 2005; Demerath 2009). Although such a school culture 

may increase students’ motivation and achievement, it may also have the 

opposite effect on average- and low-achieving students, since they may feel 

unable to keep up with their high-achieving peers. My data suggests that the 

attitudes of college pragmatists may be the product of such a relative deprivation 

effect. In particular, the strong symbolic boundaries that they draw against high-

achieving students suggest that college pragmatists’ may lower their aspirations 

and efforts in response to the “hyper-competitive” attitude of other students.  

Second, and related to the first point, students’ achievement level also appears 

to have an influence on whether they develop a pragmatic attitude toward college. 

Although my sample of respondents included several low- and average-achieving 

students who displayed a strategic attitude toward college, I find no evidence for 
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the opposite: No high-achieving student who participated in my research 

displayed a pragmatist attitude toward college.29 Note, however, this does not 

imply that there is a clear causal relationship between students’ achievement level 

and attitude toward college. Because my analysis is based on cross-sectional data, 

I can only document an association between students’ level of achievement 

(relative to other students) and their attitude toward college, but not identify in 

which direction the causal arrow runs.   

Lastly, third, my analysis indicates that contingent events and experiences in 

students’ lives can also play a role in shaping their outlook on the college 

admission process. The responses of several college pragmatists suggest that 

their attitudes toward school and college have been affected by contingent factors 

such as the school experiences of their siblings or tragic events in their families. 

For example, one student at Berkton Academy reported that his perspective 

changed profoundly after his oldest sister died in a car accident. Another student, 

this time at Westshire High, explained that her reluctance to invest all her time 

and effort in school had been shaped by the experiences of an older sibling who 

was affected by burnout during high school. According to the accounts of both 

students, these events also changed their parents’ outlook on the college 

application process, leading them to prioritize the well-being of their children 

over their success in the college admissions arms race. Contingent life events and 

�
29 I classify students’ relative level of achievement by calculating their approximate class rank 
based on their (weighted) GPA and the average-GPA of their school. 
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experiences thus may have both a direct and an indirect (via their parents) 

“cooling-out” effect on high-SES high school students. 

Conclusion 

In a time of escalating tuition costs and increased competition for college 

admissions, the entry to post-secondary education has become an increasingly 

anxiety-ridden life event for American adolescents. While this is probably true for 

teens across the entire socio-economic spectrum, scholarship suggests that the 

rise in anxiety around college admissions has been particularly pronounced for 

high schoolers from a high-SES family background who are more likely to seek 

entry to prestigious and highly selective colleges (McDonough 1997; Weis et al. 

2014).  

Research shows that many high-SES families have responded to the growing 

competition for admissions to selective colleges by becoming more involved in 

their children’s pre-college lives and increasing their efforts to position their 

children for entry to post-secondary education (Smith and Sun 2015, Buchmann 

et al. 2010, Weis et al. 2014). At the same time, students from high-SES family 

backgrounds have increased their investment in college-preparatory activities 

and strategies as well (Wolniak et al. 2016). 

This “adaptation” by high-SES families (Alon 2009) to the increased 

competitiveness of college admissions has been identified as a major reason for 

why socio-economic inequalities in students’ college-destinations have largely 

persist despite a widening of the access to post-secondary education. High-

students have maintained a leg up over low-SES students because they – as well 



122 

as their parents –  have intensified their efforts to prepare for the entry to post-

secondary education. Thus, it is generally believed that the strong college-going 

culture, into which high-SES youth are socialized, puts them at a substantial 

advantage when it comes to the entry to selective and highly selective colleges. 

However, the findings presented in this paper suggest that there may be an 

unacknowledged flipside to the grip that high-SES families hold over selective 

college admissions. Drawing on data from qualitative research at three suburban 

high schools located in the American Northeast, I find that the growing 

competitive pressures surrounding college admission has a polarizing effect on 

high-SES students. Although many high-SES teenagers strategically pursue 

admissions to one of the country’s high-status post-secondary institutions, some 

of their peers refuse to participate in the increasingly competitive college 

admissions game. These students defy the “peer pressure” to compete for 

admissions to high-status post-secondary destinations by moderating their 

school-related efforts. Rather than participating in the arms race to build an 

impressive resume for college, they curtail their efforts, especially with regard to 

the classes they take and how much weight they put on their grades. Hence, the 

increased competitive pressures associated with selective college admissions in 

conjunction with the intensified college-preparatory activism of high-SES 

families may lead some high-SES students to break away from the dominant 

college narrative of their social class. 

These findings contribute to sociological scholarship on social reproduction 

and social class by offering a more refined understanding of the aspirations and 
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achievement-orientation of high-SES students. While much research in the 

sociology of education has focused on documenting differences in the college 

ambitions and strategies between high-SES and low-SES students, the present 

study points to intra-class differences among high-SES students that have not 

received sufficient scholarly attention to date. 
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CHAPTER 5 

UPPER-MIDDLE-CLASS YOUTH, INSTITUTIONAL 

CHANGE AND THE ENTRY TO HIGHER EDUCATION IN 

GERMANY 

In the last 20-30 years, Germany’s political, economic and social structures 

have undergone major changes under the influence of globalization and the 

spread of neoliberalism (Streeck 2009; Mau 2015; Seeleib‐Kaiser 2016). One area 

in which these changes have been particularly visible is the funding and 

governance of higher education. Starting in the 1990s, German lawmakers 

introduced a series of reforms designed to cope with growing participation in 

post-secondary education on the one hand and with international competition for 

research excellence on the other hand (Huther and Kruecken 2018). As part of 

these reforms, lawmakers have not only increased the role of performance-based 

funding in academic research, but also embraced funding initiatives explicitly 

designed to foster more status stratification between German research 

universities. These top-down initiatives have been paralleled by a proliferation of 

rankings of higher education institutions published by German media 

organizations and aimed at prospective university students. 
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In responses to these developments, numerous commentators have argued 

that the role of higher education in stratification processes in German society may 

be changing: as a result of the growing salience of status differences between 

institutions (and fields of study), there may be increasingly unequal material and 

symbolic returns to post-secondary education (Münch 2009). Indeed, a number 

of recent studies have empirically examined and documented social selectivity 

effects in the access to certain fields of study and higher education institutions in 

the German higher education system (Reimer and Pollak 2009; Müller et al. 

2017). – To what extent have these structural changes affected the schooling 

experiences of high-SES youth prior to the entry to higher education? 

Scholarship on education systems other than Germany’s shows that 

stratification within higher education tends to have repercussions for the 

organization of secondary education and the schooling experiences of university-

bound youth. In countries with highly stratified higher education systems, the 

entry to higher education tends to be associated with comparatively high levels of 

competition and achievement pressure for students (e.g., Demerath 2009; Weis 

et al. 2014; Zhao 2015). Based on this body of scholarship, we might expect that 

the ongoing transformation of the German higher education system would also 

have “downstream effects” on the schooling and socialization experiences of 

university-bound youth, and in particular of high-SES youth, who are more likely 

to seek entry to selective high-status post-secondary tracks than students from 

low-SES backgrounds. However, to date there has been virtually no research on 

this question. 
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In this chapter, I begin to fill this gap by examining the schooling experiences 

of a sample of university-bound German upper-middle-class teenagers before 

their transition to higher education. Drawing on data from qualitative interviews 

with more than 80 university-bound secondary school students in Berlin, I 

document how German upper-middle-class (umc) teenagers think about and 

prepare themselves for the entry to post-secondary education. Specifically, my 

analysis focuses on three aspects of the relationship between students’ post-

secondary plans and their schooling experience at the end of secondary school: 1) 

students’ achievement orientation, 2) the role of post-secondary education in 

their future planning and 3) their perception of the stakes that are associated with 

the entry to higher education.  

The Role of Higher Education in Status Reproduction 

Processes in German Society 

In contrast to social stratification research in other advanced industrial 

countries, research on social reproduction processes in Germany has traditionally 

paid little attention to the role of stratification within higher education in status 

reproduction processes. This lack of attention is likely a product of two distinct 

institutional features of the German education system. First, like other European 

countries, Germany has a long tradition of tracking in secondary education 

(Allmendinger 1989; Lundgreen and Kraul 2015). After the completion of 

elementary school, students are sorted into tracks, and only students who follow 

the highest track (know as the gymnasium) and obtain the corresponding school-

leaving credential (the abitur) are eligible to enter tertiary education (Wolter 
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2016). Due to this early moment of selection, participation in German higher 

education has historically been much more exclusive than in other countries 

(Kerckhoff 2001). Second, in contrast to various other countries, Germany does 

not have a tradition of elite institutions of higher education, and its system of 

higher education is marked by a comparatively low degree of stratification 

(Lenhardt 2005; Lenhardt and Stock 2009; Krüger and Helsper 2014).30 The 

combination of these institutional characteristics of the German education 

system has long diverted attention away from the role of higher education in 

social reproduction processes in German society.31 

However, this is no longer true to the same extent today (e.g., Krüger et al. 

2012; Kreckel 2015). In response to a cascade of social and institutional changes 

in the last two or three decades – the dramatic expansion of participation in 

higher education, rising levels of social inequality and the growing level of 

stratification between German research universities, to name just a few – there 

has been a surge of scholarly interest in the role of post-secondary education in 

social stratification and reproduction processes in German society (for an 

overview, see Müller et al. 2017). In comparison to the scholarship in other 

advanced industrial societies, this emerging body of work is still small, but it is 

�
30 Apart from the division between universities of applied sciences and traditional research 
universities, institutions of higher learning within one of these given categories have long been 
considered equivalent in terms of their reputation and quality (Bloch et al. 2014). 

31 Instead, most of the existing literature has focused on the transition from elementary to 
secondary education as a primary site of social reproduction in German society (Kristen 2002). 
This line of research has shed light on the disadvantages that students from an immigrant and 
working-class background face in the German education system (Relikowski et al. 2010) and on 
the various strategies that high-SES families use to ensure that their children gain entry to the 
highest tracks in the German secondary school system (Dumont et al. 2019). 
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growing rapidly. A key finding from this line of research is the identification of a 

number of social selection effects in the German higher education system: 

Despite the absence of elite institutions of higher education, certain post-

secondary pathways are more frequently chosen by students from high-SES 

family backgrounds than other pathways.   

The best-documented and established “high status track” in the German 

higher education system is the selection of high-status fields of study. Several 

studies show that students from high-SES family backgrounds are more likely 

than their low-SES peers to enroll in fields of study that are associated with high 

symbolic and material returns (Lörz 2012; Reimer and Pollak 2010). This mirrors 

the findings of research on stratification in the higher education systems of a 

number of other countries, including Canada (Davies and Hammack 2005), the 

Netherlands (van de Werfhorst et al. 2001), and Israel (Ayalon and Yogev 2005). 

In the context of the German education system, high-status fields include fields 

that prepare students for careers in the classic liberal professions or higher civil 

service (including medicine, law and administrative or political science), but also 

a number of younger and more “applied” fields such as economics, management, 

business administration, engineering, and psychology.32  

The selection of high-status fields of study represents the best-established 

pathway to social reproduction for high-SES students in the German education 

system. However, as a result of changes in the organization of German higher 

�
32 Note, however, that these status differences are mostly based on public perception and the 
occupational status of the specific professions and occupations that are associated with a given 
field of study. To date, there is terribly little data on the socio-economic compositions of 
students by different fields of study (compare Böning 2017). 
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education and German society more broadly, it is no longer the only high-status 

track. In recent years, scholars have also pointed to two other status reproduction 

strategies that are increasingly prevalent among students from high-SES 

backgrounds. 

First, research suggests that German Gymnasium graduates have come to pay 

more attention to the reputations of universities or specific departments when 

choosing an institution of higher education and that this is particularly true for 

students from high-SES family backgrounds whose parents have already 

obtained post-secondary credentials (Winkler 2014; Weiss et al. 2015). Scholars 

have attributed this development to the changing institutional landscape of the 

German higher education system, including the growing prominence of public 

rankings of universities and departments in the German media (Happ et al. 2014; 

Weiss et al. 2015; Kreckel 2015). However, these “reputational effects” are still 

relatively modest if compared to those observed in other education systems, and 

they matter more at the level of specific departments than at the level of 

institutions.33 To date, there is little evidence to suggest that rankings or 

initiatives such as the Excellence University34 have come to influence how 

�
33 This may be attributed to the institutional design of the entrance to university which requires 
the choice of a major and the fact that rankings in the German context are almost exclusively 
carried out at the level of departments rather than institutions. 

34 The “Excellence University” -Initative” was a program for the identification and promotion of 
“elite” universities that was started by the Ministry of Education of the German government in 
2006. Successful universities were awarded the title “excellence university” and received several 
millions of funding from the German government to increase their international visibility. 
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German employers evaluate university graduates or how the status of different 

institutions is perceived by the public more broadly.35 

Second, research suggests that high-SES students in Germany have also 

increased their international mobility, pursuing post-secondary credentials from 

higher education institutions in other countries. Although there is a lack of 

systematic data on the prevalence of students’ “degree mobility,” a number of 

studies suggest that this form of mobility has become more prevalent in the last 

20-30 years (e.g., Carlson 2013; Gerhards et al. 2017).36 In particular, universities 

in the Netherlands, the UK, France, and Switzerland have managed to attract a 

steady stream of German students in the last few decades. Scholars have argued 

that the pursuit of international degrees may be particularly prevalent in 

Germany because of the relatively low level of qualitative differentiation of higher 

education institutions: Because there are only small status differences between 

German universities, students may turn to universities in other countries that 

have more widely recognized reputations for educational excellence and that 

confer credentials that are particularly sought-after on the labor market 

(Gerhards et al. 2017). In addition, the pursuit of international educational 

�
35 For example, a study of German employers and their criteria of selection for hiring graduates 

in the field of economics concludes: “The emergence of a special reputation of elite universities in 
the economy has hardly occurred so far, despite the excellence initiative. The reputation of a 
university currently plays no measurable role in the selection process of economics graduates” 
(Meyer et al. 2013).  

36 “Degree mobility” needs to be distinguished from “credit mobility” in which case students are 
attending a university abroad only for a limited amount of time while remaining enrolled at an 
university in their home country (the Erasmus program of the European Union being a prime 
example). Research shows that students’ socio-economic background has an effect on the 
participation in both forms of mobility (Netz and Finger 2016). 
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credentials also provides access to tangible skills that are valued on the German 

labor market, such as foreign language skills or the ability to adapt to an 

unfamiliar environment. 

German Secondary Education and Upper-Middle-Class in 

Time of Institutional Change 

From scholarship on other education systems, we know that stratification 

processes at the point of entry to higher education can have far-reaching 

structuring effects on the social organization of secondary education. In many 

countries, this connection between secondary and tertiary education has 

historically manifested in tight institutional linkages between elite secondary 

schools and elite higher education institutions (Kingston and Lewis 1990). For 

example, in the French and British education systems, high-SES students have 

long attended elite secondary schools that serve as feeder schools for the 

countries’ elite higher education institutions (Reeves et al. 2017; Darmon 2013).  

Similar elite secondary schools also exist in a number of other countries, 

including the US and Japan (LeTendre et al. 2006; Levine 1980). Further, in 

these education systems, distinct educational practices have developed that are 

designed to prepare students for the entry to higher education. Historically, these 

practices arose in elite secondary schools, but they have since diffused outward 

as part of the expansion of higher education and the democratization of access to 

elite higher education institutions. Thus, for example, in the American education 

system, college-preparatory courses and extracurriculars are no longer confined 

to elite boarding schools but have become a staple of both public and private high 
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schools (Powell et al. 1985), including schools that are serving highly 

disadvantaged student populations (Cipollone and Stich 2017). Lastly, research 

also shows that in countries with a stratified system of higher education, it is 

common for families and students to make various “private investments” in the 

educational capital that is valued and rewarded by selective higher education 

institutions (Espenshade and Radford 2009). In countries with university 

entrance exams, for example, this investment may take the form of test 

preparation classes designed to boost students’ performance (Stevenson and 

Baker 1992; Park et al. 2016). In other countries, such as the United States, it may 

involve the encouragement of extracurricular activities (Friedman 2013). 

Research shows that such investments are particularly prevalent among high-

SES families as they seek to ensure their children’s admission to high-status post-

secondary tracks (Wells et al. 2016). In many education systems, the entry to 

higher education therefore consumes a considerable amount of the time and 

financial resources of high-SES families. 

Based on this body of evidence, it is plausible to assume that the growing 

stratification of the German higher education system may have “downstream 

effects” on students’ schooling experiences prior to the entry to post-secondary 

education. As the German system of higher education becomes more stratified 

and high-SES students increasingly turn to high-status post-secondary tracks to 

maintain their class advantage, we would expect the entry to post-secondary 

education to exert a growing influence on students’ socialization experiences. In 

particular, we would expect students from high-SES backgrounds to make 
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increased efforts to acquire educational capital that can be converted into access 

to selective high-status post-secondary destinations. 

What counts as educational capital may vary from one education system to 

another. In the context of the German education system, the main form of 

educational capital that matters in university admissions is students’ academic 

achievement. Universities are required by law to base a “substantial part” of their 

admission decisions on the cumulative GPA of applicants’ abitur diploma. Thus, 

the post-secondary options available to students depend heavily on their GPA at 

the end of secondary school. The higher their GPA, the more options are available 

to them and the greater their chance of winning direct admission to their 

preferred field of study. The use of this definition of merit in university 

admissions sets a clear incentive to applicants: The best way for students to 

secure admission to a selective field of study is to maximize their GPA. We would 

therefore expect university-bound teenagers who are aiming for high-status 

tracks in the German higher education system to be particularly determined to 

obtain high grades. 

Tentative evidence in support of this hypothesis comes from longitudinal data 

on first-year university students’ average grades on their abitur exam. For 

example, Groezinger and Baillet (2015) report that average grades on the abitur 

exam have increased markedly in the last 40 years, going from an average of 2.7 

in 1972 to an average of 2.1 in 2008.37 This development may be the result of 

�
37 German schools use a grading scale that runs from 1 to 5, where 1 is the best and 5 the worst 
grade that students can receive. 
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changing societal expectations or changing norms of instruction, but the rise in 

students’ academic performance may also be related to the growing importance 

of abitur grades in the process of admission to higher education (Grözinger and 

Baillet 2015).  

Despite this evidence, however, there has been virtually no scholarship to date 

on the relationship between university admissions and students’ socialization 

experiences prior to the entry to higher education in the German education 

system. While there is a rich research tradition on youth socialization and 

secondary schooling in Germany, most of this literature focuses on topics such as 

adolescent identity, youth cultures and youth-authority relationships (e.g., 

Hurrelmann and Quenzel 2012; Hitzler and Niederbacher 2010). Moreover, the 

few studies that do focus on the academic side of high-SES adolescents’ 

socialization experiences tend to study adolescents’ schooling experiences in 

isolation from their post-secondary plans (e.g., Meulemann 1995; Kalthoff 1997; 

Gibson 2017; for an exception, see Krueger et al. 2019).  Hence, we know little 

about the relationship between high-SES students’ post-secondary plans and 

their socialization and schooling experiences during secondary school. 

In this paper, I build on previous research on the link between stratification 

within higher education and the organization of secondary education to examine 

the schooling and socialization experiences of university-bound teenagers in 

Germany in a time of increasing stratification in the German higher education 

system and increased levels of inequality in German society. Drawing on 

interview data from a sample of 86 middle- and upper-middle-class upper 
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secondary school students in Berlin, I ask: How do (upper-)middle-class youth in 

Germany think about and position themselves for the entry to higher education 

in a time of growing inequality?  

Findings 

My findings show that higher education is a major focal point of German umc 

teenagers as they approach the end of secondary education. An overwhelming 

number of respondents in my study reported that they were planning to attend 

university after completing the Gymnasium.38 Further, consistent with prior 

research, I find that high-SES students then disproportionally gravitate toward 

fields of study that promise high symbolic and material rewards such as medicine, 

law, business, and architecture. One respondent at the Gymnasium Adlon 

summarized this dominant orientation of students at her school when she 

observed: “Most of the kids I know at this school want to become doctors, lawyers, 

or engineers. Typical academic professions, you know” (A-S-26, senior, w).  

In the German higher education system, these high-status fields of study also 

happen to be some of the most selective post-secondary fields. In the case of 

medicine, there is a national enrollment cap, while in fields such as law, business 

and architecture, most universities have instituted local enrollment caps. Hence, 

to gain admission to one of these fields, students need to apply and demonstrate 

their merit in a selective process in which considerable weight is given to 

students’ academic achievement in secondary school. 

�
38 Only eight out of 86 respondents reported alternative plans, such as starting a vocational 
training program or pursuing a degree at a university of applied science. 
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As a result of this strong emphasis on students’ academic performance in 

university admissions, it should not come as a surprise that most students treat 

their grades as very important as they approach the end of secondary education. 

They carefully monitor their grade point average and routinely talk about their 

grades with peers. In fact, it is hard to have a conversation with students about 

their post-secondary plans in which they do not talk about their GPA at one point 

or another. 

Further, my data indicates a clear correlation between students’ post-

secondary plans and concern about grades. Due to variation in the academic entry 

requirements for different fields of study in the German higher education system, 

students who plan to enter fields with demanding entry requirements, such as 

medicine, law and psychology, tend to be more strongly focused on their grades 

than students who aim for subjects that have only moderate entry requirements 

or none at all. As one might expect, this pattern also extends to students’ 

achievement orientation and school-related efforts. Students who are aiming for 

entry to selective fields of study generally spend more time studying than 

students who have other post-secondary plans. Hence, generally speaking, it is 

clear from my data that students’ post-secondary plans exert an influence on their 

schooling experiences before the end of secondary school, and that this influence 

is greatest in the case of students aspiring to enter selective fields of study in the 

German higher education system.  

However, despite this disciplining effect of university admissions on teens’ 

achievement orientation, German umc adolescents’ lives are by no means 
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dominated by their anticipated post-secondary futures. Compared to the 

experiences of high-SES teenagers in other education systems, my data suggests 

that the entry to higher education exerts only a moderate influence on the 

schooling experiences of university-bound students in Germany. More 

specifically, I find that German umc teenagers 1) display only a moderate 

achievement orientation, 2) engage in little advance planning concerning their 

post-secondary goals and 3) exhibit comparatively little anxiety about their post-

secondary plans. In the rest of this section, I provide evidence in support of each 

of these propositions. 

“Keeping Things in Perspective”: Students’ Achievement 

Orientation Before the Transition to University  

I find that even when they display a positive achievement orientation, many 

university-bound teenagers believe that school – though important for their 

future – should not consume all of their lives. Many students stress the 

importance of maintaining an active social life or preserving enough time for their 

hobbies outside school and report that they are consciously limiting the amount 

of time and work they devote to school. 

I’m happy to sit down on the weekend and learn for three or four hours 
and then go out in the evening, stuff like that, and then, no idea, celebrate, 
whatever. But to give that up completely and say, I cannot go partying 
tonight because I have to learn tomorrow, I don’t do that. I wouldn’t feel 
good about that, because I would feel like I'm only living for school. – S-S-
6, m, senior 

I think if I really wanted to do the best, then I would have to imprison 
myself all weekend and cover everything. But personally, I just cannot 
reconcile that with myself. – P-S-6, m, senior 
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Importantly, this view is not common only among students with moderate or 

low post-secondary aspirations, but also among high-achieving students aiming 

for entry to highly selective post-secondary fields of study. For example, a female 

student at the Sonnen School who reported that she was planning to try to get 

into medicine and was working hard to maintain good grades told me:  

I want to major in medicine, but still I wouldn’t study harder than I do at 
the moment. Of course, there is always more, you can always sit down 
every night and study. But there are more important things in life than a 
perfect GPA. – S-S-9, f, senior 

Of course, it is theoretically possible that students’ self-presentation may not 

align with their behavior. For example, in a school culture in which “working 

hard” is seen as uncool, students might systematically downplay how much they 

do for school. In the case of the specific schools I have studied, however, this is 

unlikely to be the case, as being high-achieving is widely seen by students as 

positive. Moreover, my ethnographic observations of students during free blocks 

and after school suggest that students’ self-presentation can be taken at face 

value. 

What is also interesting is how students tend to describe their comparatively 

laid-back attitude toward school. My data indicates that many respondents draw 

on an implicit register of moral evaluation when talking about their achievement 

orientation. For example, one female student told me: 

I think school is not the only thing to focus on. There are other things. You 
have a life too! Like, I mean, if people equate their life with school, I find 
that rather sad. – S-S-12, m, junior 
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By characterizing a life that is fully dedicated to school as “sad,” this student 

implicitly invokes moral beliefs about the appropriate relationship between 

school and life. A life that is “devoted entirely to school” is seen as an undesirable 

life. This moral dimension of students’ achievement orientation was evident 

across a number of interviews.  

Lastly, my data suggests that this dominant attitude toward school may also affect 

those who exhibit a fiercer achievement orientation than the average student. A 

number of respondents in my sample reported an extraordinarily high level of 

commitment to school, showing less effort to separate their lives from the 

demands of school. When asked about their achievement orientation, several of 

these high achievers described their pursuit of a perfect GPA as a grind rather 

than something they enjoyed or were proud of.  

I've been really stressing myself out for the last couple of years because I 
fought for every single point, and with some teachers it was just not 
possible to get a certain grade because they have standards you cannot live 
up to (…), and it bothers me that in class it's only about showing the whole 
time “I'm still listening.” So that bothers me that it is no longer under my 
control to some extent. I'm kind of glad it's over now. – P-S-20, m, senior 

I have no hobbies, I have also stopped with my instrument, and to be 
honest in my free time, I just relax these days. After school, I just study 
and meet friends, that's basically the only thing I do. And it is also that, for 
example, it is not just during the exam phases, but that you have to be 
prepared for class all the time, so that you can participate well, so you get 
a good participation grade (…) and the problem is that it's not just in the 
subjects you're good at and interested in, but you have to do it in every 
subject. – S-S-8, f, junior 

Although I do not have direct evidence to support this argument, I hypothesize 

that the experiences of these students may be shaped by the moderate 
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achievement orientation of their peers. In an environment in which containing 

school and satisficing are a norm, it must feel particularly hard for high-achieving 

students to maintain their exceptionally strong dedication to school. 

“Taking One Step at a Time”: The Place of Admission to University 

in Students’ Future Orientation 

Although it has become a virtual norm for German teens from a middle- and 

upper-middle-class background to attend university after the completion of 

secondary school, I find that few students engage in much advance planning for 

their application to university. During the last two years of secondary school, 

most students are primarily focused on their day-to-day schoolwork rather than 

on the university admissions process. Among other things, this focus is evident 

in the low degree of preparation (and information) that students display 

concerning the application process of German universities. As an example, 

consider the following exchange with a student, a daughter of a university 

professor and bookstore owner.  

I: Are you going to take a gap year?  

S: No, because I was already abroad [during the Gymnasium], and I think 
I’m too old for that. I should start my studies right away.  

I: So then have you already applied? Or are going to apply soon?  

S: I’m going to apply when I have figured out what specifically I want to 
do.  

I: I’m not up to date, when exactly are the application deadlines?  

S: I don’t know either.  – P-S-7, f, senior 
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Importantly, at the point of the interview, this student was already in the 

second half of her senior year and had only three more months of school ahead 

of her before graduating. Nonetheless, her response reveals that she had given so 

little thought to applying to university that she was not even aware of the 

application deadlines. Numerous other students I interviewed offered similar 

responses or did not even talk about the application process at all (even though it 

was clear that they were planning to attend university). Meanwhile, only a 

handful of respondents indicated that they had already started working on their 

applications to university or spent some time looking into the formal application 

requirements.  

My data also shows that in the case of many students, this low degree of 

advance planning is related to their short-term plans for after the completion of 

the abitur: a large number of students plan to take a gap year before starting their 

post-secondary studies. For example, one student explained to me: 

I think, many don’t feel like going straight from school and continuing 
directly, with all the stress of studying and that, they want to do something 
different for a change. And in fact that's pretty common nowadays that 
people take a gap [or] a break or something after graduating. – S-S-13, f, 
junior 

Overall, more than a third of all respondents in my sample reported that they 

were planning to take a gap year. When asked about their plans for their gap year, 

most students reported that they were planning to travel and take a break from 

the daily routine of going to school. Meanwhile, only a minority of respondents 
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indicated that they were planning to use their gap year to prepare for the entry to 

university.39 This is well-illustrated by the following three interview excerpts:  

I definitely would like to explore the world a little bit more after the abitur 
and perhaps too try to master a few challenges for myself. I’d like to do a 
survival course with a friend, for example, and just try to get by without all 
the tools that we have available living in the city and in civilization in 
general. – P-S-13, m, junior 

First, I want to travel for three months in Asia, starting in India, learning 
more about its history and such. And then from there… I have no plans, 
I'm taking it easy, just fly there and see what I'm doing for three months 
and then I fly from somewhere else to Australia. There, I work for a little 
while, maybe get a bike or something, drive around for a bit, and then I fly 
to New Zealand, which I’d be also excited for. Maybe I'm working there 
too. I'm definitely getting a work visa, but maybe not, because if I have 
enough money in Australia, if it has enough work, then I’ll only travel in 
New Zealand. – A-S-17, f, senior 

I definitely don’t want to start studying right away. When school is going 
to be over and the exams and everything, like in June or so, I want to start 
working (…) and earn a good chunk of money. And then in January, 
February, March, I just want to go to Asia, even alone, and then to 
Thailand and Vietnam and Cambodia and whatever else there is. Yes, 
exactly. I definitely want to travel. – P-S-11, f, senior  

These responses suggest that many students see the time immediately after 

the abitur as primarily a time of self-exploration and self-discovery rather than 

as the start of their adult lives and professional careers.40 The prevalence of plans 

to take a gap year is thus an important reason most German secondary school 

�
39 For example, by doing internships or improving their language skills by going abroad. 
40 This attitude is largely independent of students’ post-secondary plans. My data suggests that 
plans to take a gap year to travel and take a break from school are just as prevalent among high-
achieving students who are seeking entry to selective fields of study and students who maintain 
less ambitious post-secondary plans.  
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students exhibit little concern about the requirements and formalities of applying 

to university before the end of secondary school.  

This pattern stands in sharp contrast to the impact of admissions to higher 

education on adolescents’ schooling experiences in other countries, most notably 

the United States. In the American system of college admissions, it has become 

customary for students to start their college search and application process as 

early as their junior year in high school, taking standardized tests, touring 

colleges, and creating a college list long before they graduate from high school 

(Weis et al. 2014; Holland 2014).  

“Keeping Calm”:  How Students Perceive the Stakes Associated with 

Admission to University 

My data indicates that the transition from secondary to post-secondary 

education does not represent a major source of anxiety for university-bound umc 

teenagers in Germany. Although the entry to university is a frequent subject of 

concern, and sometimes even worry, I find that most students are relatively 

relaxed and optimistic about their plans for post-secondary education.  

As one might expect, this finding holds most strongly for students who are 

planning to apply to post-secondary fields of study with loose or nonexistent 

admission restrictions. But I find that it also extends to many students aiming for 

some of the most selective fields of study in the German higher education system, 

including medicine and psychology. Even in the face of highly selective 

enrollment caps and rigorous entry requirements, students tend to display a 
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comparatively high level of optimism about their post-secondary plans. For 

example, one junior who was considering studying medicine told me:   

If I wanted to go into medicine, I would just put in my time, a few 
waiting semesters, who knows, there are always ways and means, I 
think. – S-S-11, m, junior 

This optimistic view of their post-secondary futures also frequently comes to 

the surface when students talk about the relationship between their achievement 

level and their future opportunities. Even though they are well aware that their 

grades have an influence on their post-secondary options, many respondents put 

the importance of their abitur GPA in perspective, stating that they do not feel 

that their grades will decide their future life success. For example, one female 

student explained to me: 

Well, of course I want to have a good GPA, as good as possible. But I'm 
not putting myself under so much pressure that I think before each 
exam that “Oh, if I fail this exam, I can no longer pursue my dreams.” 
– A-S-3, f, senior 

This shows that most students anticipate the transition to higher education 

without much anxiety. Although they may seek to position themselves in the best 

possible way for the entry to university by getting good grades, students do not 

believe that their future is on the line with every exam they take.  

What is the basis of students’ optimism regarding their post-secondary futures? 

My data shows two main factors on which students base their optimistic future 

orientation. One factor is the Wartesemester clause inscribed into the legal 
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framework regarding university admissions in Germany. This clause allows 

students to maintain their right to gain access to a particular field of study, even 

if their grades may prevent them from gaining direct admission, by “waiting” a 

certain number of semesters until they can begin their studies.41 When 

interviewing students about their post-secondary plans, many respondents cited 

this clause and reported that they were willing to defer the start of their studies 

for one or even several years if they could not obtain direct admission to their 

preferred field of study. In fact, several respondents reported that they were 

already proactively adapting their plans to the possibility that they would have to 

defer the start of their studies for one or several semesters. As an illustration, 

consider the following statement by a junior at the Adlon Gymnasium: 

After the abitur, I want to study medicine, but since I don’t have a 1.0 
GPA, I have already made plans for what I’ll do during my waiting 
semesters. I would like to travel to Australia and do work and travel 
and probably take a gap year before that, during which I’ll just work, 
maybe start an apprenticeship and save some money for Australia, so 
I can get there and won’t have to only work there. Also, I want to go to 
Australia to get trained as a paramedic and then work as a paramedic 
and then study medicine. - A-S-4, m, junior 

The second factor is the existence of “alternative pathways” to high-status fields 

of study, including the pursuit of degrees from private universities in Germany or 

from private or public higher education institutions in other countries. These 

alternate pathways are particularly well-established in the fields of medicine and 

business. For example, in the case of medicine, several private medical schools 

�
41 The calculation of the exact number of wait semester depends on a combination of factors 
including students’ grades and the demand for admission to a given field and university. 



146 

have been founded in the last 20-30 years that confer degrees that are equivalent 

to those of public institutions. While they are much more expensive than their 

public counterparts, their key advantage is that their admission requirements are 

more lenient than those of public universities.42 Students aspiring to study 

medicine also have the option of turning to private or public universities in 

neighboring countries such as Poland, Austria or Hungary. For example, one 

male student who was planning to study medicine, and whose mother was already 

a medical doctor, told me: 

I don’t think I will have major problems with that [gaining admission 
to study medicine] because on the one hand I am relatively financially 
secure so that I could go abroad, for example to Stettin, where there 
are medical schools without enrollment caps, where you simply have 
to pay tuition. It’s somewhat higher [than in Germany], I think, but 
that wouldn’t be a constraint for me. I’m not worrying that much about 
it. And even if they should say “We think four Wartesemester,” I’ll find 
a way to keep myself busy and work out something in the meantime. – 
SS6, m, senior 

While there are no exact numbers to show how many German students are going 

abroad to study medicine, accounts by journalists and some prior research 

suggest that this strategy has become quite common among high-SES students in 

Germany (Gerhards and Németh 2015). In fact, in the last 10-20 years., it has 

given rise to an emerging industry of international medical schools and 

educational consultants catering to students from German across a number of 

Eastern European countries. The ability to use this market-based strategy, 

�
42 So, by selecting into a private school, average and low-achieving students can not only 
circumvent the demanding entry requirements to fields of study such as medicine, but also the 
“Wartesemester” rule in the public higher education system. 
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however, requires high levels of economic capital because the pursuit of 

credentials from foreign universities tends to be associated with high tuition fees 

– much higher than the tuition fees common at German universities. This 

educational strategy is therefore only available to students whose parents are 

equipped with high levels of economic capital. 

Discussion 

Examining the schooling experiences of a sample of umc teenagers growing up in 

Berlin, I find that even though many umc teens in Germany are aspiring to enter 

selective high-status fields of study and therefore seek to maintain good grades, 

the process of entry to university exerts only a moderate degree of achievement 

pressure on their lives overall. Before discussing a number of explanations for 

these findings, I want to first address three possible confounding factors that 

could have influenced them.  

Possible Confounding Factors 

For this study, I have relied on qualitative in-depth interviews with a sample 

of upper-secondary school students in Berlin to gain insight into German 

teenagers’ schooling experiences before the end of upper-secondary education. 

Whenever researchers need to draw inferences based on a sample, however, there 

is a risk of selection effects: The specific respondents in my sample may have 

particular characteristics that are unequally distributed in the general 

population, which might have biased my findings. In the following, I will briefly 

discuss three possible sources of selection bias. 
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First, it is possible that some of the results presented here may be driven by 

the characteristics of the site I selected. While Berlin is the cultural and political 

center of Germany, it is not a major hub of the financial or industrial sectors of 

the country.43 By implication, it is likely that my sample of umc teenagers is 

skewed toward the cultural and political fraction of the German umc, including a 

large number of children whose parents are lawyers, doctors and professors, 

rather than managers, engineers or entrepreneurs. To date, there has been no 

study (to my knowledge) of differences in the parenting and social reproduction 

strategies of different fractions of the German umc. Hence, there is no direct 

evidence that the composition of my sample may have biased the results. 

However, based on scholarship on differences within the umc of other countries, 

most notably France (Van Zanten 2015), it is possible that similar differences may 

exist within the German umc, which would limit the generalizability of the 

findings presented here. 

Second, the findings of my study could have been affected by characteristics 

of the specific schools at which I conducted my research. For example, one 

school-level characteristic that is particularly likely to matter, based on previous 

research, is whether schools are public or private. Because I did not succeed in 

gaining access to a German private school, my study was confined to students 

attending public upper-secondary schools. This limitation may matter if should 

turn out that there are systematic differences in the post-secondary aspirations 

�
43 Members of the German umc that are employed in the technical or financial sector of the 
German economy are more likely to live in Munich, Hamburg or Frankfurt. 
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and achievement orientation of students attending private schools and students 

attending public schools. Based on the data I have collected, I cannot definitively 

reject this possible confounding factor, but it is somewhat mitigated by the fact 

that several students in my sample reported that they had either previously 

attended a private elementary school before transferring into a public 

Gymnasium or had considered attending a private school when selecting a 

secondary school. In my analysis, I find no major differences between this sub-

group of respondents and students who have always been in the public-school 

system. 

Lastly, there is the possibility of a selection effect on the level of students. For 

example, it is possible that my sample of respondents does not include the most 

ambitious and highest-achieving students of each school, perhaps because they 

were “too busy studying” to participate in the study. However, a comparison of 

the achievement level of the respondents in my sample with the grade 

distribution of all students in the schools I studied does not indicate that there is 

a systematic bias in the composition of my sample of interview respondents.44  

Why Does the Entry to German Higher Education Not Exert More 

Pressure on Umc Teenagers? 

Compared to the findings on high-SES youth in other education systems, the 

findings presented here suggest that the entry to higher education exerts only a 

moderate influence on the socialization experiences of university-bound umc 

�
44 Moreover, by varying the timing of my interviews across the school year (including phases 
before and after exams), I sought to reduce any possible conflict between participation in the 
study and students’ work for school. 
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youth in Germany. Even though there is an association between teenagers’ post-

secondary plans and their achievement orientation during the last two years of 

secondary school, students set limits on the amount of work they do for school, 

engage in only a limited amount of advance planning and anticipate the entry to 

university with little anxiety. What explains this comparatively low impact of 

university admissions on the schooling experiences of high-SES youth in 

Germany? 

While I cannot offer a definitive causal explanation of the findings presented 

here, there are several factors that are likely to influence the relationship between 

students’ schooling experiences and university admissions in Germany. 

Probably the most obvious and important factor is the absence of a clearly 

crystalized and widely shared institutional status hierarchy among German 

higher education institutions. Although there are growing status differentials 

between universities and although there are status differences between different 

fields of study, there is no clear, society-wide consensus on what represents the 

apex of the German higher education system. Moreover, there are few 

institutionalized pathways between certain higher education institutions and 

certain high-status professional jobs, in contrast to what has been observed in 

other education systems (e.g., Binder et al. 2015; Rivera 2016). Hence, the “status 

premiums” associated with obtaining a credential from a high-status university 

or field of study are not as large in Germany as in other countries. 

Second, several important institutional features of the German system of 

university admissions are likely to matter as well. German higher education laws 
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give significant weight to students’ school-leaving credentials. The abitur is 

treated as a legal right to access the German public higher education system. This 

legal right has been maintained even in a time of expanded participation in higher 

education through the institutionalization of a Wartesemester policy. My findings 

suggest that this policy substantially lowers the level of achievement pressure that 

university-bound teenagers in Germany experience as they approach the 

transition to university, because the Wartesemester clause gives students the 

right to access their preferred field of study and university irrespective of their 

level of achievement in secondary school. Many students therefore implicitly 

consider admission to higher education as something that is virtually guaranteed 

to them and their abitur GPA as their entry ticket. 

Lastly, my analysis points to deeper cultural understandings that may shape 

the schooling experiences of German umc teenagers. I find that many students 

draw symbolic boundaries between school and the demands of educational 

institutions on the one hand and their personal life on the other. Moreover, many 

respondents stress that they are not willing to devote their entire life to school. 

This attitude toward school may be informed by underlying cultural norms 

among German youth concerning the relative importance of school and life 

satisfaction or personal fulfillment. While I cannot provide direct evidence for 

this cultural norm based on the data I collected, future scholarship could explore 

this aspect of my findings in more detail, for example by drawing on data from 

large-scale comparative student assessments. 
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Conclusion 

Against the backdrop of far-reaching institutional changes in the German 

education system, the present chapter has offered an analysis of the schooling 

and socialization experiences of umc teenagers before their entry into university. 

My findings reveal that although entering high-status post-secondary fields is 

important to many high-SES youth in Germany, the entry to higher education 

exerts only a moderate influence on their schooling experiences compared to the 

experiences of high-SES youth in other education systems. These findings suggest 

that the German system of university admissions leaves adolescents more room 

for the development of their emerging adult identities and personal interests than 

the education systems of other countries. While the lives of teenagers in Asian 

countries such as Japan or China are consumed by studying for their countries’ 

standardized university entrance exams (see Chiang 2018), and while their peers 

in the United States are trying to outperform each other in the accumulation of 

extracurricular activities and academic credentials for college (Weis et al. 2014), 

umc teenagers in Germany face a comparatively moderate level of achievement 

pressure before their entry to higher education. 

These findings, however, may not extent to students from all socio-economic 

backgrounds. My data suggests that the institutional characteristics of the 

German system of university admissions that buffer students from excessive 

achievement pressure primarily benefit students from a high-SES family 

background. For example, in order to take advantage of the Wartesemester 

clause, students need to defer the progress of their educational career for possibly 
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several years, which requires a solid level of financial security that is likely to be 

restricted to students from high-SES backgrounds. The same is also true for the 

option of sidestepping the enrollment caps to high-status fields of study by 

pursuing a degree at a university abroad. This implies that university-bounds 

students from a low-SES background may experience more achievement pressure 

before the entry to higher education, especially when aiming for selective fields 

of study such as medicine or law. Future research is needed to examine these 

potential class-disparities in more detail.  

Finally, future research should also examine the robustness of the findings 

presented here against time. Since the German education system is currently in 

the midst of major institutional changes, it is likely that the system of admissions 

to German universities may further evolve in the next 10-20 years. As part of this 

evolution, the social organization of the entry to higher education in Germany 

may become more alike to that of other countries: more competitive and high-

stakes. Hence, in 20 years from now, the entry to German higher education may 

be a more explicit contest for status and future life-chances than it is now. In light 

of the development of the German education system in the last few decades, such 

a scenario appears quite likely. Only 30 years ago, it was sufficient for students to 

obtain an abitur diploma to gain admission to most fields of study (e.g. compare 

the classical account of students’ entry to higher education provided by 

Meulemann 1995). Today, however, a large number of post-secondary fields have 

enrollment caps and students have to go through an application process to enter 

these fields. Extrapolating from this development, we might hypothesize that the 
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rationalization of the German system of university admissions may progress 

further over the next few decades – rendering it more alike to the systems of 

admissions found in other countries. 
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CONCLUSION 

In this dissertation, I have offered an in-depth look into the schooling 

experiences of upper-middle-class teenagers before their entry into higher 

education in two countries. Focusing on adolescents growing up in Germany and 

the United States, I have examined how teens from an umc background think 

about their future, prepare for the entry to higher education and construct their 

adolescent selves in a time of growing inequality and economic uncertainty. In 

this final chapter, I review the main findings of my study and discuss their 

implications for existing scholarship. 

Review of Main Findings 

In most developed countries, the end of secondary education marks not only 

the end of compulsory schooling, but also young peoples’ entry into “legal 

adulthood.” In most countries, individuals acquire the legal right to vote and to 

drive, along with a range of other legal rights, between the ages of 16 and 18 years. 

The end of secondary schooling is therefore part of a larger rite of passage during 

which young people achieve not only academic and intellectual but also legal (and 

sexual) maturity.45  

�
45 In Germany, this connotation of the end of secondary school is reflected in the 
expression Reifepruefung, which is often used interchangeably with the more formal 
and established term Abitur. Reifepruefung, in turn, is a translation of another term, 
Matura, or also Maturitätsprüfung, which derives from the Latin word maturitas for 
maturity (Kramer et al. 2016). This terminology underlines the idea that the end of 
secondary school marks not only the completion of young people’s academic training 
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However, while such a rite of passage exists in virtually all modern societies, 

the specific way it is structured and the meanings that are attached to it are far 

from universal. This point is forcefully demonstrated in this dissertation by the 

juxtaposition of the schooling experiences of German and American umc 

teenagers. Drawing on data on umc youth in Germany and the United States and 

the tools of comparative cultural sociology, my research shows that there are 

wide-ranging differences in the schooling experiences of high-SES youth in the 

US and Germany, even though the youth occupy largely equivalent social class 

positions.  

In the United States, the process of college admissions has evolved into a 

highly charged rite of passage for youth from a high-SES background. The 

anxieties – or “admissions angst” – to which this rite of passage has given rise 

have been widely noted by journalists and scholars (e.g., Thacker 2005; 

Deresiewicz 2014; Bruni 2015). It is an angst fueled by the combination of a high 

degree of social inequality, a steep status hierarchy among higher education 

institutions (Clotfelter 2017) and the enormous price tag associated with higher 

education (Goldrick-Rab 2016; Zaloom 2019). As a result, much of the 

socialization and schooling experiences of high-SES youth in the US revolves 

either explicitly or implicitly around the prospect of attending college. 

In fact, my work shows how the rite of college admissions is affecting not only 

how American teenagers organize their time during high school but also their 

�
before university, but also the achievement of their intellectual, sexual and legal 
maturity.   
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very formation of self. Drawing on in-depth interviews with a sample of umc 

teenagers, I demonstrate that many American umc teenagers align their 

construction of self with the templates of the ideal self that selective colleges and 

universities propagate as they strive to gain admission to these schools. For 

example, they use a logic of resume-building in selecting academic courses and 

extracurricular activities and engage in strategies of self-presentation that turn 

their social identity and personal qualities into “selling points.”46 Building on this 

evidence, I have argued that American umc teenagers are engaged in the 

cultivation of a “market self” – a self that draws on cultural scripts and logics of 

action that have their roots in market society. 

In contrast, for umc teenagers growing up in Germany, the entry to higher 

education represents a less highly charged point of transition. Although access to 

many post-secondary fields of study in the German higher education system has 

become more selective in recent decades, as universities have adopted selective 

admission practices modelled on those of higher education institutions in other 

countries (Täger 2010), the entry to German higher education has not yet evolved 

into an explicit contest for status and future life-chances comparable to the 

�
46 To be sure, the pressure of conformity that students are experiencing is coming not 
only from the education system, but also from the environment in which they are 
socialized, including most importantly the influence of their parents and peers. It is well 
documented that parents, counselors and other actors in students’ environments play an 
important role in positioning high-SES teenagers for the entry to college (see e.g., Weis 
et al. 2014; Smith and Sun 2015). In fact, the enormous cost of higher education in the 
United State heightens students’ dependence on adults even if they come from 
comparatively privileged family backgrounds. Thus, parents are likely to reinforce the 
templates of the ideal college applicant that selective colleges propagate. The cultural 
power that selective higher education institutions exert on the lives of young people thus 
operates via both a direct and an indirect pathway. 
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American system of selective college admissions. As a result, few German 

students see the entry to higher education as a zero-sum competition that pits 

them against other students – even in light of declining rates of admission to 

many fields of study. Further, my findings show that the standards of evaluation 

of German higher education institutions exert only a moderate influence on the 

formation of self of university-bound teenagers in Germany. Since grades are the 

primary criterion of admission to selective fields of study in the German higher 

education system, students tend to focus on maintaining a good academic record 

rather than building a resume to position themselves for the entry to higher 

education. However, due to variation in the entry requirements for different post-

secondary fields of study, only a minority of students feel pressured to achieve a 

perfect GPA. Instead, most German umc teens are content with getting grades 

that are “good enough” and set deliberate limits on the amount of effort they 

devote to school. 

Of course, this cross-national difference in the self-concept formation of 

American and German umc teenagers is not clear-cut. In both countries, there is 

variation in how umc teens construct their adolescent selves. My data on umc 

teenagers in the US, for example, shows that the “market self” that many college-

bound high-SES teens construct is not hegemonic. As I document in chapter 3, a 

fair number of teenagers are critical of the competitive pressures associated with 

applying to college and refuse to participate in the rat race for admission to the 

country’s most selective and prestigious post-secondary institutions. In addition, 

there are students who display conflicted attitudes about college admissions: they 
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participate in the game of college admissions to some extent, but at the same time 

seek to maintain a balance and a sense of authenticity. The construction of self of 

umc teenagers in Germany is not homogenic either. Some German students 

cultivate a self that shows more overlap with the market self of American umc 

teenagers than with the self of their immediate peers. However, on the whole, this 

variation among individuals is smaller than the variation between the two 

societies in students’ construction of self. Most German and American umc 

teenagers cultivate adolescent selves that fit distinct national models as they 

approach the entry to higher education.  

Implications and Contributions  

Status Reproduction in an Age of Uncertainty 

One of the most influential paradigms in the sociology of education in the last 

40 years has been the paradigm of social reproduction. Scholars in the tradition 

of this paradigm have sought to develop an empirical critique of the democratic 

promise that is associated with education in modern society. Students of social 

reproduction argue that education, far from being a vehicle of upward mobility 

that reduces inequality, is primarily an instrument of power that perpetuates and 

legitimizes inequality in society (Bowles and Gintis 1976; Willis 1977; Bourdieu 

and Passeron 1990). Among other lines of inquiry, this paradigm has given rise 

to a rich body of scholarship on the status reproduction strategies of elites and 

other high-SES families (see e.g., Howard and Gaztambide-Fernandez 2010; 

Maxwell and Aggleton 2016). Contributions to this line of scholarship tend to 

stress the enormous advantages that students from a high-SES background enjoy 
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in navigating educational institutions. For example, a large body of scholarship 

building on the work of Pierre Bourdieu emphasizes the alignment between the 

habitus of students from a high-SES background and the standards of evaluation 

of educational gatekeeping institutions – an alignment that enables high-SES 

students to interact with educators with greater comfort than their low-SES peers 

(Lareau 2000; Khan 2011; Calarco 2018). In a similar vein, scholars have 

described how high-SES students benefit from the significant economic and 

cultural resources of their parents. Privileged parents often mobilize these 

resources to provide their children with an advantage in navigating educational 

institutions, for instance by fostering the intellectual and aesthetic talents of their 

children through supplementary education or helping them to secure access to 

exclusive public or private schools (e.g., Lareau 2000; Brantlinger 2003; Howard 

and Gaztambide-Fernandez 2010). 

My findings suggest that this common view needs some modification. It may 

well be true that children from high-SES backgrounds continue to enjoy 

privileged access to selective post-secondary institutions (Espenshade and 

Radford 2009; Ford and Thompson 2016) and prestigious and high-paying jobs 

(Rivera 2016). In a time of rising levels of social inequality and economic 

insecurity, however, their educational success comes at a mounting cost. They are 

facing growing achievement pressures, and their lives are increasingly 

rationalized and colonized by the demands of educational institutions. 

While this pressure of status reproduction is particularly evident in the lives 

of American umc teenagers, it is also evident in the data I collected on umc 
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teenagers in Berlin. Even though German umc teens may experience less 

achievement pressure than their peers in the United States, signs suggest that 

they may be facing growing achievement pressures as well. Mirroring 

developments in other advanced industrial societies, there was a dramatic 

expansion of education in German society in the second half of the twentieth 

century (Windolf 1997), leading to a marked shift in societal achievement 

expectations. While the attainment of the German abitur was long confined to a 

minority of German pupils, it has become increasingly common and is now part 

of the normal, taken-for-granted experience of children of the German middle 

class (Kramer et al. 2016). At the same time, there is an increased awareness of 

the critical role played by education in shaping individuals’ life outcomes, as 

evidenced by the increased investments that parents make in the education of 

their children (compare Kohrs 2016). Lastly, university-bound teens in Germany 

are also facing increased achievement pressure due to changes in the organization 

of admission to German higher education. In the last 20–30 years, many German 

universities have adopted enrollment caps and selective admission practices that 

have increased the influence that students’ educational achievement exerts on 

their future life opportunities.47   

�
47 However, this proposition is somewhat tricky to support with data because 
“achievement pressure” is a concept that is hard to measure and that does not represent 
a standard concept of interest to policymakers and education researchers. Hence, it is 
hard to come by systematic, high-quality data on achievement pressure over time. The 
only international study I am aware of that offers comparative insights into students’ 
(perceived) school pressure is the Health Behavior in School-aged Children study by the 
World Health Organization (compare Klinger and al. 2015). 
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In turn, the achievement pressure associated with selective college admissions 

in the US is even more palpable. Demand for access to the country’s most 

prestigious colleges and universities is at an all-time high and increases with 

every year (Hoxby 2009). Further, data shows that the average qualifications of 

the entering class of the country’s leading higher education institutions have 

steadily increased in the last couple of decades, with the result that the same 

credentials that may have sufficed twenty years ago to gain admission to a top-

ranked American college or university no longer guarantee admission today 

(Clotfelter 2017). Lastly, there has also been a marked increase in parental 

expectations regarding college, as many American mc parents now see college as 

a critical foundation of their children’s future success and a form of insurance 

against downward mobility in an age of economic uncertainty (Weis et al. 2014; 

Silva and Snellman 2018).  

Together, these various developments have turned college admissions into an 

increasingly anxiety-ridden and arduous ordeal for American high school 

students. As they seek to build a strong “resume” for college, American teenagers 

are increasingly overcommitted and overscheduled and suffer from chronic 

exhaustion and stress. In fact, a growing body of literature links pressures around 

college admissions to increased levels of depression, anxiety, and other mental 

health problems among affluent American youth (Pope 2001; Levine 2006b; 

King 2014).48 In response to this development, mental health has become an 

�
48 During my fieldwork in schools in the Greater Boston area, many students used their 
interviews with me as an opportunity to vent about the high-pressure school system in 
which they feel caught. Many respondents also reported evidence of mental health 
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increasingly widespread concern among parents, educators and administrators 

in affluent school communities throughout the United States (Warikoo 2019).   

In Germany, in contrast, the relationship between achievement pressure and 

mental health is a less widely recognized social problem. However, in the last 10–

20 years, the topic of school-related stress has received a growing amount of 

attention from German journalists and youth psychologists as well, as evidenced 

by a mounting number of research studies and news articles on this topic (see 

e.g., Böhm-Kasper and Weishaupt 2002; Minkley et al. 2015; Schulte-Markwort 

2016). Considering the direction in which the German education system is 

currently developing, this trend is likely to continue in the near future.  

Recognizing the pressures that are associated with processes of status 

reproduction is important not only because previous scholarship has tended to 

overlook the existence of these pressures, but also because the pressures of status 

reproduction have implications for our understanding of other vexing social 

problems of our time.  For example, the findings presented here may shed new 

light on the stubborn persistence of meritocratic beliefs in a time of glaring social 

inequality. Research has shown that beliefs in meritocracy tend to be particularly 

strong among privileged members of society, who believe that their privileged 

social positions are the result of talent and hard work (Khan 2011; Khan and 

Jerolmack 2013). My findings suggest that one of the reasons for the persistence 

of these meritocratic beliefs may lie in the socialization experiences of privileged 

�
disorders they had observed in other students. Lastly, some students turn to recreational 
drugs (mostly alcohol and marijuana) to escape the pressures they face.  
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members of American society. They are socialized in a class culture and school 

system that emphasize competition and achievement from an early age, and they 

must indeed work hard to live up to the educational and professional success of 

their parents. This does not mean that we should buy into the ideology of 

meritocracy – there are in fact many good reasons to question the self-

descriptions (and justifications) of privileged members of society – but it means 

that it may be ineffective to try to convince high-SES members of society of the 

structural foundations of their success.  Rather than making them recognize the 

structural advantages from which they benefit, it may be easier to convince elites 

of the many structural barriers that less-privileged members of society face.  

Education and the Diffusion of Neoliberal Scripts of the Self 

Although the empirical focus of my dissertation places my work squarely in 

the field of the sociology of education, my findings also have implications for 

other substantive domains of sociological scholarship. In this section, I discuss 

the implications of my findings for one such line of scholarship: research on the 

reconfiguration of the self under the influence of neoliberalism.  

Building on the work of Michel Foucault (1986), various scholars have argued 

that the advent of neoliberalism – as an ideology and a technology of governance 

– has led to a narrowing of societal criteria of worth and a major reconfiguration 

of cultural scripts of personhood in many parts of the world (see e.g., Rose 1992; 

Kelly 2013; Bröckling 2016). According to this view, the diffusion of neoliberal 

policies and management practices is affecting not only how we think about the 

role of the state in the distribution of resources in society, but also how 
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individuals think about themselves and the relationship between collective and 

individual responsibility. Capitalist companies and their work practices, for 

example, have been shown to ask employees to be increasingly flexible, self-

driven and entrepreneurial (Sennett 1998; Pugh 2015), while neoliberal social 

policies have reduced welfare protection and put more responsibility into the 

hands of individual members of society across an array of areas of social life, 

including child-rearing, the labor market and retirement provision (compare, 

Pierson 1995; Macnicol 2015; Mau 2015). Thus, both neoliberal social policies 

and the diffusion of neoliberal work practices are asking individuals to be 

increasingly self-reliant, flexible and entrepreneurial. In doing so, scholars have 

argued, neoliberalism is promoting the diffusion of a new “neoliberal” script of 

the self – a self that embraces risks and competition and that is applying an 

entrepreneurial mindset to a growing number of aspects of life.  

The “market self” that is displayed by many American umc teenagers as they 

approach the entry to college undoubtedly shares many attributes with this 

“neoliberal self.” This commonality is most strongly evident with respect to 

American teenagers’ internalization of competition as a cultural frame that 

informs how they think about the entry to post-secondary education, but the 

“neoliberal” underpinning of their “market self” is also apparent in other traits 

that I identified, such as teenagers’ reliance on a logic of resume-building or their 

efforts to market themselves. Students’ tendency to market themselves to 

colleges, for example, can be compared to practices of self-branding in 
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contemporary labor markets, which have been linked to the advent of 

neoliberalism (Vallas and Cummins 2015; Vallas and Christin 2018). 

These findings suggest a link between the diffusion of neoliberal scripts of 

personhood in American society and selective college admissions: The country’s 

leading higher education institutions are complicit in the promotion of neoliberal 

scripts of personhood by means of the standards and practices they use to select 

students. This complicity, in turn, can be related to the organizational dynamics 

of the American higher education system, in which market forces and explicit 

competition between higher education institutions are strongly established 

(Slaughter and Rhoades 2004; Clotfelter 2017), and the organizational structures 

and practices of elite colleges and universities, which are increasingly hard to 

distinguish from the strategic management practices of business corporations 

(Bok 2003; Tuchman 2009). 

These findings contribute to scholarship on neoliberalism and the self in two 

ways. First, my findings add specificity to the understanding of the origins of the 

neoliberal self. Existing accounts of the diffusion of neoliberal scripts of 

personhood have been criticized for lacking analytical precision and treating 

“neoliberalism” as an amorphous, disembodied causal force. My research extends 

scholarship that has sought to remedy this deficit by zooming in on the specific 

institutions and social practices that are promoting the diffusion of neoliberal 

scripts of personhood. For example, scholars have highlighted the role of state 

policies and capitalist corporations in promoting neoliberal scripts of personhood 

(see e.g., Evans and Sewell 2013; Kelly 2013). In addition, some newer work has 
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stressed the role of new media technologies in the same enterprise (Duffy and 

Pooley 2017).  

In contrast, my study highlights the role of educational institutions as sites of 

subjectification that normalize and promote neoliberal scripts of personhood.49 

In doing so, my work resonates with other arguments that have pointed to the 

role of educational institutions in the diffusion of neoliberal scripts of 

personhood (see O'Flynn and Petersen 2007; Davidson 2008; Demerath 2009). 

In contrast to the work of Demerath and others, however, my research considers 

not only students’ proximate environment – the schools and communities in 

which they grow up – but also the larger institutional structures of the education 

systems in which they are socialized, thereby linking the sociology of higher 

education and K-12 schooling, which all too often remain divorced from each 

other in scholarly analysis. 

In doing so, the findings of my comparative research allow us to be more 

specific about cross-national differences in the institutions that are involved in 

the diffusion of neoliberal scripts of personhood. Based on prior research, we 

know that neoliberal scripts of personhood are increasingly prevalent in Germany 

as well (Bröckling 2016), even though its political economy has traditionally been 

marked by a lower degree of market orientation than that of the United States. 

Thus, on the surface, it appears that the organization of German society may be 

slowly moving in the direction of that of the United States. However, my findings 

�
49 In conceptualizing educational institutions as sites of subjectification, I build on the work of 
Foucault, Butler and other post-structuralist theorists of the self (Foucault 1986; Butler 1997). 
Examples of other sites of subjectification include the family, the workplace, and religious 
institutions. 
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suggest that the main drivers of change may be different in the two societies. In 

the United States, schools and universities play an important role in the 

promotion of neoliberal scripts of personhood in addition to labor market 

institutions and social policies. In Germany, in contrast, the promotion of scripts 

of the neoliberal self may be confined to labor market institutions and social 

policies. German research universities may be in the process of turning into more 

neoliberal organizations marked by an affirmation of competition, decentralized 

decision-making, and the adoption of strategic management practices (Schulze-

Cleven and Olson 2017), but the impact of neoliberal reforms has thus far been 

strongest on the provision of research funding and higher education 

administration (Huther and Kruecken 2018), while other domains such as 

admissions have been less strongly affected.  

Second, my findings allow us to refine the current conceptualization of the 

configuration of the “neoliberal self.” Although, German umc teenagers do not 

cultivate a market self as they approach the entry to higher education, my analysis 

shows that many of them do exhibit a variety of traits that are commonly 

attributed to what scholars have termed an “entrepreneurial self” (Bröckling 

2016): They maintain a strong achievement orientation, display a habitus of hard 

work and discipline and base a considerable part of their sense of self-worth on 

their educational achievement. Consistent with the theorization of the 

“entrepreneurial self,” they think about their lives as a project that requires 

planning and management. These findings suggest that what scholars have 

termed a “neoliberal” self may be articulated in different ways in different 
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institutional contexts. Individuals may treat their lives as projects and be engaged 

in constant self-optimization in the sense of an entrepreneurial self but without 

thinking about themselves as full-blown market subjects. 

Future Research 

In this dissertation, I have compared the socialization experiences of a sample 

of German and American umc teenagers. Future research could build on the work 

presented here to explore the relationship between higher education admissions 

and adolescents’ self-concept formation from a longitudinal perspective. Such an 

extension of the present study is important because the institutional structures of 

any education system are constantly evolving. This constant flux, in turn, is likely 

to have implications for teenagers’ socialization experiences and self-concept 

formation. For example, in my analysis of the socialization experiences of umc 

teenagers in Germany, I have referred to a series of wide-ranging institutional 

changes in the German higher education system that have occurred over the last 

10-20 years. The effect of these institutional changes on higher education 

admissions and students’ schooling experiences is likely to occur with a lag rather 

than instantly. To capture these effects, other methods than the ones deployed in 

this dissertation are needed, including panel interview or survey studies. 

Second, the adoption of a longitudinal perspective may also deepen our 

understanding of the relationship between educational sorting processes and 

teenagers’ self-concept formation. In this dissertation, I have drawn attention to 

a relationship between the standards of evaluation that govern admissions to 

(elite) higher education institutions and the self-concepts of umc teenagers. 
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However, from my cross-sectional analysis, it is not clear how durable that 

relationship is: whether admission to higher education has a lasting “imprinting 

effect” on students’ self-concept formation or whether its effects are fading out 

over time. For example, it is possible that American umc teenagers may continue 

to draw on the cultural frame of competition I have identified in this study 

throughout their time in college and beyond. But it is also possible that they may 

abandon this frame or replace it with others once they leave the transition to 

college behind. To adjudicate between these competing interpretations, more 

research is needed that will provide insights into young people’s formation of self 

across time. 
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