Outline and assess the view that the main purpose of education is to encourage individual achievement whilst maintaining social solidarity.

There are several views that differ in their opinion of the purpose of education, the main view being that of the Functionalist. Typical of Functionalist belief is that the main function of education is to transmit society’s norms and values, e.g. conforming to authority (i.e. teachers), emphasising progress through a meritocracy. It teaches pupils to accept rules and standards, promotes teamwork, deadlines and punctuality, thus promoting value consensus. 

Functionalists would argue that education is a part of society as a whole. This means that they education and the economy work together as schools develop the skills needed for the world of work. Durkheim, the founder of Functionalism, also believed that for a society to function properly, individuals must have a sense of belonging to a wider society-to be loyal and committed. The teaching of history in the National Curriculum shows young people that they are part of a larger group. 

Parsons developed Durkheim’s ideas. Parsons argued that society also serves a socialising function. It transmits a society’s culture to the next generation-also ensuring the norms and values are kept. He saw the classroom as a ‘microcosm of society’ in which is the training ground for the workplace, and a transition to adulthood. Davis and Moore add that schools help to ‘sort and sift’ young people into their adult roles, in terms of their talents and abilities. Therefore, high achievers are more likely to be selected for high status positions in the workplace. 

However, in contrast to this, Marxists would point out that this theory draws little attention to the fact that society consists of many different groups, with different or conflicting values. The education system is most likely to transmit the ruling class values. 

Also, there is considerable evidence that they system is not a meritocracy. Working class and some ethnic minority groups underachieve in schools. The degree to which the education system is able to develop and assess pupil’s ‘real’ ability is questionable. Does the education system really pave the way for social mobility? It could be argued that it instead confirms people’s social positions. As schools are in the majority middle class, children would have a static life in home and school, and would be more likely to achieve in school, get higher qualifications than their working class counterparts. On the other hand, working class pupils have a different home life, would not have the same materials and opportunities, and so when placed in a middle class environment, would suffer from ‘culture shock’. Therefore, it could be argued that the Functionalist view that schools fairly select and allocate pupils in terms of ability is flawed.

A Marxist would think that if the dominant class rule as workers, they rule as producers of ideas. This would mean that they control what the working class think about the world they live in. The ruling class ideology to a Marxist would seem a more effective means of domination that physical force. Education plays an indispensable role in this transmission of ideology. 

Althusser, a Marxist philosopher, states that no ruler can hold power for long just by force. If the hearts and minds of the people are won, then ideology becomes the most effective means, with force being unnecessary. He also argues that in a contempory society, education is now the main agency for ideological control. In earlier days, it was the Church, which saw social conformity as God’s will. In an education environment, the school puts across that capitalism is just. Then, schools prepare children for the workforce. Most are trained as workers, and are taught to accept their roles, and future inequality-and provided with qualifications to match. The middle class are trained to control the workforce; as managers and politicians. As they have gained higher qualifications, this legitimises their role as exploitative agents. 

Bowles and Gintis would maintain that there is a close correspondence between the classroom relationships and those in the workplace. This correspondence is crucial for social hierarchies. Schools are based on obedience, like the wider world. Teachers are the agents of control; pupils are those who are supposed to obey. Pupils have little say in what they learn, and, even though Marxists agree that schools teach punctuality, and hard work, they see this as ideological training for an exploitative workplace. Independence and critical awareness is discouraged, with such pupils being reprimanded-the teachers giving an example of what happens to children who are non-conformist, to other pupils.

The only rewards a pupil gets from school are external ones, like qualifications. In the workplace too, many often only work for the fact that they get paid at the end of the month. Bowles and Gintis therefore argue that this correlation between school and work effectively reproduces dominant power from one generation to the next. Bowles and Gintis also believe that education legitimates social equality, as I mentioned before, by producing the myth that everyone has equal opportunities. 

This would mean that those who get high qualifications deserve power. This ensures that the capitalist society is not questioned because if it were, it would threaten social stability. They argue that rewards in education are based on social background. If a person is middle class, it is likely they will attain high qualifications and a top job. 

If we were to criticise the Marxist perspective, it could be pointed out that Marxists, like Functionalists see people as mere creatures of society. They see teachers as agents, pupils as victims, with no control. However, not all schools are middle class, not all teachers are radicals, and not all pupils are passive recipients of a dominant ideology. 

Interpretivists look in more detail, concerning the pupil-teacher interaction in the education system. This is on a micro scale, as opposed to the macro scale that Marxist and Functionalists look at. 

Interpretivists state that in a classroom situation, social position could be confirmed by the teacher-pupil relationship. They see that the teacher will make a judgement of the child, often according to their social status, making stereotypical judgements. E.g. they would be more likely to see working class pupils as deviants, and treat them accordingly, thus sending a message to the working class pupils that education is not for them. 

Other concepts include labelling, streaming and the self-fulfilling prophecy. If a child is labelled or streamed, they will think that there is no point trying to be better than their label, and so complete the self-fulfilling prophecy. It seems that children would accept this label, and so the teacher would expect less from working class children, not pushing them to achieve. Hargreaves and Mellor argue that there are three stages a teacher uses to place a student. 

Firstly, the teacher speculates whether the child is deviant, working class, conformist or middle class, and will begin to treat them accordingly. Secondly, when the child reacts either positively to this label (e.g. being deviant when the teacher labels them as a trouble maker) or negatively (e.g. looking past the stereotype and proving the teacher wrong). Then the teacher will change or keep her view according to the child’s behaviour, and from then on stabilise this view from then on, treating them in view of that. Cicourel and Kitsuse state that a person’s social class will dictate their evaluation. 

From looking at these theories, it is evident that there is an advantage to choosing to look at both the macro and micro approaches. This methodological pluralism gives the benefits and disadvantages mentioned on two scales. This approach could help to discover both how a child works as an individual, and also as a worker in society. 

