.Q. Outline and assess sociological explanations of social class inequalities in educational attainment. 

Inequalities in education attainment in relation to social class have in the past and are again receiving a high profile in the media. Recent statistics bring up some issues that apply to the social and educational attainment debate. In Feinstein’s study, published in a recent ‘Sociology Review’, it was discovered that if a child’s parents held a high position in the workplace, or were higher professionals, they were far more likely (43%) to gain 5 or more GCSE grades A*-C than a child whose parents had a routine, manual job. In this study, it was also documented that black students, mainly boys, are less likely than their white counterparts to do well, and are four times more likely to be excluded from school. 

In this essay, I will discuss social class inequalities in educational attainment, such as those mentioned above, and assess sociological perspectives and theories concerning social class inequalities. The main perspective regarding social class inequalities is the Marxist view. Marxist sociologists focus on material and social deprivation as the reasons for differential educational attainment. According to Marxists, income, housing, job status and nutrition are all factors that hold working class children back from achieving educationally.

Raymond Boudon in his positional theory believes that inequality of educational opportunity is inevitable in a class bases society. People start their educational careers from different positions in the class system.  For example, a student from an unskilled working class background who aims to become a clerical worker with the required grades is aiming for social promotion. However, a student who wants to become a dentist and whose parents are professionals is, by doing this, simply maintaining his or her class position. In this way, the working class student is seen as more ambitious than the first. Students from professional backgrounds are more likely to select higher-level courses, as a lack of a degree may lead to social demotion. Conversely, students from working class backgrounds taking a degree course may well move out of their class circumstances, losing the security of their friends, neighbourhood and a lifestyle they have grown up with. These factors could possibly dissuade working class students to move on to higher-level education. Therefore, given the costs and benefits involved, there is greater pressure on students from the higher levels of the class system to select higher-level courses. This results in inequality of educational opportunity; that the working class are born with a disadvantage. Boudon’s theory could easily apply to the statistics mentioned earlier, as they both concern parental class position and attainment. 

In relation to this theory, Bourdieu, another French Marxist argues that there is a dominant culture in society, and that this operates within the educational system and is translated into cultural capital. It is argued that children born into the middle class have a built-in advantage. Their culture is closer to that of the school’s; therefore they will be more likely to succeed. For example, a middle class child’s language is similar to that of their teachers, so they are more likely to understand what is being taught, and are rewarded for what they say and write. The cultural capital and educational qualifications they have (e.g. concert trips, theatre and art gallery visits) can be converted into material reward, e.g. high status jobs and high salaries. It is argued that in the working class home, there are few educational books and toys, and that there is no money available for educational trips. The working class child’s leap from home to school could therefore result in a ‘culture clash. Bourdieu concludes that the primary purpose of education is cultural and social reproduction. The education system reproduces the dominant culture and in so doing, helps to reproduce the class system. By creating educational success and failure, it legitimates the positions of those in the top and bottom classes. 

To further evaluate the Marxist theory, it would be useful to point out that Bernstein focuses on speech patterns in relation to the working class and middle class children. He argues that the working class child is shunned, as they use what is called a ‘restricted’ speech pattern. Since teachers use the elaborated code, working class children are placed at a distinct disadvantage. They are less likely to understand what teachers say, and in turn more likely to be misunderstood for what they themselves say.  Middle class children have been socialised into both codes, and are fluent in each, therefore being able to relate easily to the teacher. In looking at the Marxist perspective for the sociological explanations of differential educational achievement, it is helpful to note how Willis (a Marxist) study helps to find out the attitudes of working class teenagers in school. As Marxists, most focus on a macro approach (i.e. looking at society as a whole). However, Willis studied a group of boys by an interpretivist method. Willis’ ‘Learning to Labour’ study was interesting, as it was a Marxist study, but by using a different method, it was possible to gain more insight into the behaviour of actual people-not the entire group of male teenagers.

This study was effective in showing the benefits of a micro approach to society. As Intepretivists believe, it is more important to look at the individual members of the society, and how they interact with teachers, rather than how they are affected by macro economic, political, financial and social factors. 

Interpretivists would criticise Marxists for not looking closely at what effects individuals. Interpretivists would say that inequalities in educational attainment are to do with the way a teacher treats his or her pupils. They focus on small-scale interaction.

