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Unequal Educational Opportunity in an Era of Higher

Education Popularization

Yoshitaka Hamanaka
(National Institute for Educational Policy Research)

Recently, differences in educational opportunity based on the economic conditions of
families have become a social and political issue in Japan. However, unequal educational
opportunity due to a family’s economic condition or cultural background is a well-known fact in
social stratification research. Therefore, this paper assumes the existence of a social structure
where individuals can recognize inequality more easily than before, proposing a hypothesis that
the advance of deferred marriage and birth relating to the popularization of higher education has
expanded economic disparity in the child care generation.

The findings are as follows. Deferred marriage due to higher education popularization not
only raises the average age of parents having children but also extends the dispersion in birth
age among children of the same generation. Hence, under the seniority-based wage systems in
Japanese society, parents’ age significantly affects the economic condition of households in the
child care generation. In addition, highly educated parents earn high incomes, and because they
tend to have children later, the economic disparity based on parents’ educational level expands.
Meanwhile, parents with children under 12 years in 2015 correspond to the generation that
graduated from high school when more college-going individuals had delayed their entrance, so
that the educational background of the parental generation is considerably transformed. This
condition may influence the differences in children from the same generation.

Based on the above-mentioned findings, we discuss economic aid methods to reduce

differences in educational opportunities.

Keywords: educational expenses, popularization of higher education, economic disparities





