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ABSTRACT

The aim of this paper is to address a current issue regarding the intention of Higher Education Institutions to fight against social exclusion of students from less privileged families. The objective of these kind of Equal Opportunity Programs is to accompany pupils and to give them a chance to access to higher education. Many authors state that despite multiple efforts, the so-called “social mobility” does not work. Looking at statistics, they tell us that that the situation is even getting worse: For example, 20 years ago, 8% of the students in a French “Grande Ecole” were from lower social classes e.g. working class (see also Dubet, 2009). Today, they only represent 3-4%. 
Several obstacles accessing higher education were identified like for example the territorial inequalities, the referral system, self-selection (…).

We also note that the discourse about the principal of ‘meritocracy’ and the issue of social discrimination may result of the absence of “social capital” as described by Bourdieu (Meuret, 2000; Bourdieu et al, 1970, 1986; Bourdieu, 1980, 1986). As a consequence, some French “Grandes Ecoles” (Higher Education Institutions) try to act and they develop mainly mentoring programs. These Equal Opportunity Programs are based on the "outreach" model that is trying to implement ‘positive actions’ by providing personalized guidance to young students from low-income or disadvantaged classes.
In this empirical paper, we aim to present the results of two longitudinal studies conducted from 2005 and 2006 on. More than 100 students of lower social classes are accompanied every year in two higher education institutions to motivate them to pursue their studies. This study focuses on a description of the used practices and also on the results of the Equal Opportunity Program. The data reflect, on the one hand, students perceptions on the program and their professional development; on the other hand, it shows the impact of organizational policies to promote Equal Opportunity in higher education institutions. The purpose of this paper is to present the main empirical findings and to make recommendations concerning improvement of access to higher education. The first results of this ongoing research already confirm the positive outcomes of these recently developed programs. 
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