Question: Outline and assess sociological explanations of social class inequalities in educational attainment 

60 marks

In this essay I intend to explore mainly the Marxist view of social class inequalities in education, as this is the angle from which the question is focusing. I will then look at the interpretivist view of the topic as they are most similar to Marxists in their ideologies yet their methodology is different, preferring to take a micro approach. Finally I will look at the functionalist view as to why there are differences in the educational attainment of the middle and working class children. 

According to statistics in the most recent edition of sociology review children from higher professional backgrounds are three times more likely to achieve five or more GCSEs (grades A*-C) than those from routine occupational backgrounds. Evidence that there is a strong relationship between the socioeconomic status of parents and the performance of their children educationally. Commonsense reasons for this would appear to be because school attended by the majority of working class children are located in the poorest areas, poorly resourced and have a lower standard of teaching ability. 

Compensatory education schemes were set up both in America and the UK to combat cultural deprivation, the schemes were named Operation Head Start and Educational Priority Areas respectively. However these schemes were largely unsuccessful it was claimed that the schemes hoped for too much. Many sociologists believe that if social class exists there will always be inequalities in educational attainment between the classes; they found the idea that a few extra hours of pre school education a week could compensate for the deprivations of poverty since birth as ridiculous. 

Eric Midwinter, an interpretivist sociologist who carried out a study of the learning environment of both middle and working class children came to the conclusion that if the environment of children from birth is educationally stimulating they will achieve educationally. He found that it was more difficult to provide a stimulating environment as a working class parent as they had lower paid jobs, and therefore had poorer housing and less educational toys for their children. Midwinter believes that parents do not lack interest in their children’s education but know-how and should be given guidelines to make their children progress. 

Douglas, a functionalist believes that the reason for educational underachievement among the working classes is cultural deprivation he is off the opinion that working class parents are deficient in certain values, attitudes and skills that are essential for educational success. Barry Sugarman agrees saying that working class parents have a fatalistic attitude towards their children’s education due to poverty. It would however, be correct to say that members of society would have a fatalistic attitude if they experienced relative poverty, regardless of their class.

Raymond Boudon, a Marxist sociologist argues that inequality of educational opportunity is inevitable in a class base society using his positional theory. Individuals start their educational career from different points depending upon their class. Boudon argues that there is greater pressure on students from higher levels in the class system to select higher-level courses, if they do not they may experience social demotion. If a working class student were to select a higher-level course (the same standard as taken by the middle class student) he would be seen as more ambitious as he wishes to achieve social mobility. However a middle class student would be maintaining his class position. 
Working class students may be discouraged from going to university as they may loose the friends they grew up with and the security of their neighbourhood.

Bourdieu believes there is a dominant culture in society (the middle class culture) he believes that the dominant culture operates within the education system through middle class values being transmitted in the school and translated into cultural capital through extra curricular activities such as playing on a sports team, trips to a theatre or museum which often involves money, something which a working class family may be short of. Cultural capital can be converted into well paid jobs which will lead to social mobility which means that working class children may be missing out.                   

