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THE INTERACTJON OF HOME AND SCHOOT INFLUENCES IN THE PRODUCTION OF
' EDUCATIONAL INEQUALITY

_Derelk Toomey, .
Centre for the Study of Urban Education,
La Trobe Universiity

Summarv introduction

The “new' sociclogy of education (e.g. Young (1971), Brown- (1972), Young and Whitty (1977) in Britain
has located the central cause of educational inequality as lying in the processes of realitv construction
and curriculum formation which take place within scheols, especially in classrooms, and which lead to the
jdentification of more and less successful students. This focus has produced a welcome antidote to the so-
called "deficit" thesis of the '"old" sociolegy of education which pointed much attention to students' home
and neighbourhcod environments as a cause of educaticnal inequality, However, in the 'new'" sociology of
education the home background has been treated as a vesidual, unexplored category, referved to in terms of
a simple middle~working class dichotomv, with "middle class" students seen as enjoying advantages in the
construction of favourable student identities within the classroom.™ Very little empirvical examination of
students' “ome backgrounds has been produced by studies in this tradition. The paper will argue that, while
having much merit, this analvsis is over-siwmple in ignoring the interaction of home and school influences
and in failing to heed the teaching of cne of its most influential mentors, Alfred Schutz, whose ideas about
familiarity and strangeness the paper applies to this process of interaction.

¥ gociology of education argyes, teachers are oviented towards students'® 'ideal pupil’

As the "new
characteristics. But since teachers are ignorant of their students® home backgrounds, social class dis-
crimination between students withinclassrooms is infrequent because teachers have relatively good opport-
unities to learn about students' classroom performance. However, teachers tend to believe that lower sccial
class students are less competent academically and, given their ignorance of their students' home back-
grounds, this leads them to make {mplicit comparisons between schools of a potentially sterotyping character
which are less easy to varify than within-classroom comparisens. At the same time pupil identities formed
within the classroom gre reinterpreted within the home, and this has an important influence upon choices
at crucial branchipng peints in the educational selectiod process, ln which parents and students make
choices about relatively unfamiliar futurés; Educational inequality is ghus influenced importantly by
processes which are at the fringes of the meritocratic interaction process in schools. A simple middie-
working class dichotowy cannot capture the complexity of these processes since it ignores the transitional

nature of the student career, as defined by the meritogratic expectations of parents, teachers and students.

Theoretical ideas

The relationghip between schooling and entty to work is fundamentally influenced in Australian

societvy by a meritceratic ideelogy which sees. success nasteving the establishsd wdhebk durridulim,

especially its more academic content, as.determining.the.level din a-socle-economic hierarchy:.o
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detgygqgfppmﬂorsassocia;ed_wi;b,fgr@al_sgpooling. This ideclogy is reflected in administrative and profw
essional practices, which closely centrol the selection processes in schonls,

For Schutz (1970) the degree to which the individual's view of the world is.raken aver from others
without thought depends upon its relevance to his own interests, projects and plans - rhe prearer the
relevance the more he is likelv to submit them to his own reality testing (Holzner, 1968) ., Relevance
structures may be 'iastrinsic', arising out of cur spontaneous interests, or the system of rg]evancw may
be imposed, refer%iﬂg to situations and events not chosen by us, What is cqnéidered of relevance to a
particular interest may be an element in the taken-for-granted world-view of a grouvp and may he institut-
ionalised. The meritocratic ideology is an example of such an impegsed, institutionalised system of
relevance, But reality tests may also be "imposed” as when a professional or priestly grovp has a special
avthority in applving and interpreting reality tests denied to the Tay (Holzner, 1968), Students are not

only denied the opportunity to test the meritocratic myth by virtue of the institutionalised separation

eﬁgméﬁtuéffﬁériflwifhjglghegsﬂhqolﬁié conrrolled by
i{;everthele$s, within the classroom‘teachers and students have opportunities for testing the
student'é mastery of the corriculum, most of the power lying with the teacherg to defiq@ arceptable
reality tests. But the neighbourhood environment of the school and the home environment of rhe student are
less directly available to the teacher's experience. As distinct from the "Dawelt” of the ¢lassroom, "an
immediate world within which direct and. relatively intimate experience of others is pogsible’, they
represent the "Midwelt”, "a world of mediate but contemporary experience within which indiﬁgcr and real-
itively anonymous experience of others is Dbgainedf. (Schultz, 1962, p.134).

Similarly when parents and students make choices between secondary schools thev are choosing between
velatively unkoown situations - the identity of a schoel in terms of its sociec-economic composition and
the typical educational and occupational destinations® of its students are less easy to tesr via the
action and experience of the individval. 4 similar point can bg made abeut choices of courses, levels of
séhool leaving, tertiary education and occupations. Such cholces are influenced not only by the student’s
reality testing within the mweritocratic classroom, but by the affinity between the various destinations
available and the climate of the family background. The core of the meritocratic process lies in the learn-

ing within classvooms, but educational inequality ts produced, to an important extent, by i1l informed

judgements msde at the fringes of that process, Trifsithe’ ”téraqginn¢oﬁjhgmef§qéfsbﬁébi?fhgffﬁxoﬁﬁbe$

edichtional Tnequality.

The rest of the paper falls into two partg, the first is concerned with teachers’ reality testing
and the second with parents' and students' reality testing, The first concentrates oo the question of
teachers' bilss against "working class" students and is based upon a literature review and evidence from
two Melbourne studies. The second concentrates upon students' and parents' choices of types of secomndary
school and levels of school leaving and is based upon the same two Melbourne studies. For the saske of
brevity no detailed expesition of the methodology of these studies or of the literature review will be

given, ®*

* Referred to by.Meyer (1970) as the 'charter' of the schools.

** See Toomey (1974, 1976, 1977) for details.
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Teachers and the questionlof bias

A literature review of studies of social eclass bias towards‘stu&ents by teachers revezled little
evidence of bias in studies of student-teacher re}@tionships withih classrooms:; most of the studies showing
evidence of bias were those in which the scheool was the unit of analysis. This section of the paper
attempts to explain these results,

The formal role of the teacher is oriented to the student as a learner and not to his sorial class
membership., A few studies have attempted to elicit the categories used by teachers to distinguish between
stude;ts, emploving Kelly's Repertory Grid Technique {e.g. Taylov, 1976; Nash. 1973) or ethnographic
or more informal processes of obsarvation (e.g. Murpby, 19743 Hargreaves et al.,1973; Cgmpbeli, 1978}, 1t
is olear from these studies thét the categories mainly employed vefer to two aspects of the étudent'foie,
that of learner and that of the well behaved "good pupll".® "Social class" references odcur rafelﬁ, and
references to the student's home backg;ound couched in_other terms, only slightly more frequently. The
work of Seaver (1973} and of Hargreéves et al. {1973) indicates that teaéﬁéra; ﬁerceptions and treatment
of éome students is affected by theiy family reputations based on perceptions of their elder siblings who .
have attended the same schoel. But it is the elder siblings' pupil identity which ls the most important
influence in this regard.'

Teachers, generally speaking. are ignerant of thelr students’ hpme background, In two Melbourne
studies, ene in primarv and one in sécondary schools, we asked teachers to Qafe the social class level of
students' fapilies. In the secondary schoal study we also asked them to rate the supportiveness of fhe
student's home for school léarning; In‘the primary schopls the secial class rating correlated .42 with
an "objective' measure derived from interviews with the students' mothers ard in the secondary achools .3.
In the secondary schocls different teachers rating the same studeﬁf's social class background confirméd
each others' judgements with about a nine per cent of aécu?aﬂy. Théir home backgréund ratings correlated
with various 'chjective’ meﬁsures of the supportiveness the home for school learvning at around the .35
level. Even allowing for errors of measurement this is a low level of accuracy. 1t would be surbrising,
especially in secondary schools, if it were greafer. Most secondary teachers teach many students - they
would be unlikely to know a great.&eal about thelr familylenvironments, or indeed relevant "social class”
information, What sﬁrprised me was the readiness with which teachers made these judgements.**' One might
expect primary schpoi teachers to make more reiiable judgements about the students' social class status.
It is normal for patefnal oceupations to be recorded in school records. We ﬁight then expect primary
school teachers to know specific itéms of 1information abﬁut the family such as paterﬁal occupation ov its
single parent status, However the variation in family envivonments in their supportiveness for school
success is much greater within soclal classes than between them. Spaeth (1976) ressons thus: "as crode
estimates the Following correlations will serve: SES-TQ .3; SES - [family} envivooment .5; and environ-
ment -~ IQ .65. Solving the appropriate equations yields an estimate of the direct effect of parenfal-SES
[on 10] of -.03., 1t seems reasonable to conclude rhat the effects nf navental SES are indeed mediate

by the child's cognitive envirvonment" {Spaeth, 1976:114}, Appendix ¢ sets out a summary of Tamily environ-

© $imilar resulrs come from more structured approaches (e.g. Hallworth, 1962; Brandis and Bermstein., 1974;
Toomey, 1976).

%% Asked to rate the reliability of thelr ratings. the reachers replied: very veliable 10%; wmederately
reliable 39%: not very relisble, 39%; of uno relisbility, 11Z.
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ment studies in which the connection between the family environment and school achievement is of the same
order as that with IQ cited by Spaeth. In any case, intelligence test performance, in my view, should be
regarded as & form of attainment. The point is that teachers do not know their students' family backgrounds
at this level of detail.* Asked to rate the supportiveness of the home for school learning, their percep-
tiens are influenced by the student’s 'ideal pupil' status. In the secondary schools study teachers'
ratings of this variable correlated at the level of about .5 with their ratings .of the student's perform~
ance in their subjects. (Fraser {1959) has similar evidence from Scottish Primary Schoecls). However, a
factor analysis of the secondary teachers' ratings suggested that their rating of the home was also in-
fluenced by their perception of the school (Toomey, 1976).

At the same time it is evident that teachers, generally speaking, have absorbed the 'Sociological
Myth' that lower social class students are less than "ideal'. A comronly usad technique is to ask teachers
to make ratings of students who are unknown to them, on the basis of bogus case histories. Information in
the case histories is systematically varied e.g. all the teachers receive the same cage history except that
some are told the student is of lower class and some middle class. The results suggest that teachers have
stereotypes of lower class students as académically less competent (e.g. Cooper et al., 1975; Mazer, (1971);
DeMeis and Turner (1977). Other studies have used a similar approach and have asked the teachers to rate
begus students, samples of whese speech are played to the teachers on a tape recorder. The results
suggest that teachers have more negative and lower academic expectations of students speaking non-standard
as against standard dialects or speech variants {e.g. Williams et al., 1972; Williams, 1970; Crowl and
Macgintie (1974); DeMeis and Turneér (1$77)). Goodacre's {1969) work reports that teachers have lower
expectations of the reading abilities of students in lower SES schools. We have also seen that, asked to
rate students' social class ‘status, teachers' ratings are affected by their view of the student's intell-
ectual competence. Goodwin and Sanders, (1%69) provide survey evidence that teachers are inclined to
believe lower soclal class students to be less competent academically. McGaw et al. {1977}, in an
Australian study, provide evidence that teachers under-rate lower SES students' ad¢ademic performance com-
pared with their performance on standardised tesgts,i¥

If this belief is so widespread why is it that teachers employ the social class construct so ravely
in referring to studehts?

This seeming paradoxz can be easily resolved by using the idea of reality testing. It is not part of

the teachers' officlal duties to be concerned with the social class of students. Teachers have much

* This implies what 1 regard as a very impertant point about the nature of social class differences, or,
more precisely, differences of status in the Weberian sense, which emphasises style of life. . I have
insufficient space to elaborate the point, but, briefly, I would argue that in metropolitan situations
the intimate detail of the life of any one family is known to very few people, whereas overt cues to
their social status of an "attributional kind (Plowman, Minchinton and Stacey, 1962) e.g. speech,
dress and manners are much more widely available to others. Social class differences of this kind
are phenomenologically important, but do not necessarily give an accurate indication of the under-life
of the family and its bearing on school achievement. The “social class" construct thus persists among
scciologists because it is open to their daily verification in making "attributional” judgements of
status. The concept is however phenomenclogically harmful and empirically misleading in 4itspasking of
individual differences. It also conflates different kinds of power; pecuniary power, economic power,
legal-administrative power, political power, status power and knowledge as power. It ubiquitousness
in the educational inequality literature derives from sociologists' ignorance of the under-life of-
families. This argument is not one of individualist reductionism but a plea for more theoretically
coherent analyses of the sccial structural causes of individual differences (e.g. Kohn, 1969; Edgar,
1976; Wright ard Pevrone, 1977; Horan, 1978). o

#*  Bee also Barker Lunn {1970) and Douglas (1964.
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better opportunities for gaining information about the student's status as & pupil than as a social class
member, The studies gited above which purpert to demonstrate bias provided the teachers with no opportun-
ities te test the veracity of the information they were glven and in this situation the student's "latent
identity' (Gouldner, 1357), as a social class member triggered off the rather generalised expectations
engendered by the Sociological Myth.* Much the same story emerges from the teacher expectation literature.
Tnaccurate expectations induced by false information given to teachers in brief e#periments in which they
teach students previously unknown to them, do appear to affect teachers' treatment of students (see
Brophy and Good, 1974; Dusek, 1975; West and Anderson, 1976: Baker and Crist, 1973, for reviews of this
Jiterature)., But attempkts to affect teachers' behaviour by inducing false expectatiens in normal class~-
room situatlons, as with the Pygmallon experiment (Rosenthal and Jacobsen, 1968} do not appear to be
effective in overcoming the normal expectations developed by teachers in the course of their work, hence
the failure to replicate the Pygmalion study (see the reviews .cited above).

Studies of differential interaction between students and teachers within the classroom suggest that
1f discrimination occurs it is structured around the 'ideal pupil™ identity of students according to
expectations of their academic performance (Brophy and Good, 1974} . Only a few studies have used informat-
{on on the student's “social class' in examining classroom interaction. Appendix A summarises the results
of these studies. It would be premature te reach a final conclusion, but they do suggest that, whereas
teachers may differ in their propensity towards bias, it is the student’s "ideal pupil" status which is
of greatest importance to teschers in general, though in some cases the student's 'latent identity’
(Gouldner, 1957) az a social class member may affect the teachers' treatment of the student.

Nash (1973) makes the point that classrooms are likely to contain a limited socio-gconomic variation,
Hoehn (1954) made the same pbservation of ninateen clssrooms, selected to produce soclo-economic hetero~
geneity (see also Brandis and Bernstein {1974)). This does not mean that teachers' 'naturalistic’ expect-
ations based on the student's behaviour in the classroom will always be accurate and that ne 'angonymous
typification' occurs {e.g. Sharpe and Green, 1975), but that within classrooms the social class status of
‘the student may not be such an important cause of blas as in situations in which the teacher has less
opportunity for ;eaiity testing.

These studies of classroom interaction used 'objective' measures of soclal class status. Since
teachers aré so ignorant of their students’ home backgrounds, such 'objective' measures would be inapprop-
riate, even if they measured accurately something of sociological importance. Probably of more importance
are presenting cues such as speech, dress, cleanliness and appearance. It 1s the "attributional' status
of the individua) based on such presenting cues rather than their 'intergcticnal‘ atatus based on inform-
ation géine& in situations conducing to detailed and frequent interaction (Plowman, Minchington

and Stacey, 1962) that is important, In this sense social class differences are phencmenologically real

* Suggestive as such studies are, until these techniques are comngcted with observations of actual
practice, they must be repavded as offering evideoce of teachers’ beliefs rather than of any biased
practice. The work on language vse seems particulariyv. useful, since speech is likely to be much more
powerful presenting cue in classroom interaction, given teachers' ignorsnce of their students’ social
class membership.
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though they may give only a weak guide to individual attitudes and propensities® as to individual family
climates {see above).

Appendix B summarises the evidence from studies of teachers' social class bias in which the school
was the unit of analysis. All the studies involved showed differences between schools differing in their
socio~economic composition. They suggest that lewer SES schools tend to have a more repressive regimen in
which students are more likely to encounter punitive, controlling experiences and a more unfavourable
attitude on the part of staff, especially move experienced males. In higher‘SES schools students are more
likely to experience integrative relationships with staff, more opportunities for student initiated
contact and more favourable attitudes on the part of the staff. No attempt will be made to explain how
these differences arise.¥* Rather they will simply be taken as evidence of the differences between :the
within-classroom and between-schools perspectives, Campbell (1978) provides evidence of how ill-informed
perceptions of the peighbourhood and families in lower SES schools are used by teachers as a defence of
their current practices, with much emphasis on the intellectual incompetence of the students - results
echoed by those reported above. A previous paper {(Toomey, 1976) showed that in the secondary schools
study the teachers's perceptions of the social background of the students were linked with their percept-
ions of the occupational and educational destinations of the students and influenced the students®
ambitions net of their earlier ambitions, academic wotivation, self concept of abilitv,scholastic attain-
ments and their teachers' ratings of the scholastic competence and standing of the students. This was
tied to their perceptions of the academic standing of the school. In other words we must understand the
question of bias in relation to the perceived "ideal pupil” status of the students - the latent identity
of the student body subtly infuses the teachers' perceptions of the mainfest function of the school, and
the school's charter in terms of the expected achlievements of its graduatés.

Teachers have more opportunities for reality testing within classrvooms. But it is more difficult for
a téacher to make such accurate comparisons between the intellectual competence of the student bodies of
two schoels, as between two students within the same class. The identity of the school is thus more
vulnerable te processes of stersotyping®™*, given teachers' acceptance of the "sociological myth' and
their ignorance of the students' home backgrounds. Further research is required to discover whether and

how these biased expectations produce any effects.

* Reviews of the literature on the correlates of socio-ecomomic status supgest a great- deal of within-
stratum or within class variation. Rossi and Blum's (1968) conclusion from & review of over fhree
hundred studies is fairly typical, "Many of the differences amongst socio-economic levels are quite
small. When correlation coefficients are computed, it is rare for a coefficient to rise above A (.34,
See Erlanger (1974), on child rearing practices, Schultz and Sherman (1976) on the influence of
extrinsic and intrinsic reinforcers, Allen (1971) on the psychelogical correlates of socio-economic
status and Miller (1968) on the 'deferred gratification' pattern - all U.S. studies — for literature
reviews producing similar results. In Australia Connell and Goot (1974) provide similar evidence
from a veview of public opinion polls and attitude surveys and Connell (1977) on students' .achievewent
values and attitudes towards school. The differences between extreme socio-economic categories are
nevertheless marked (see Glen and Alston, (1968) for the U.S., Reid (1977) for the U.X.). It may bhe
that it is these extreme differences that polarise teachers' attitudes - though that is mere speculatw~
ion, - :

** The studies are too few and too dispersed over time, and they do not allow one to assess the influence
of the "progressive education" movement upon such differences. My personal experience in ralking to
teachers about such matters sugpests that the current sitvation in Victoria is likely to be a complex
one. My impressions are that:the Schools' Commission’s activities in disadvantaged schools may have
had beneflcial effects and that wany teachers prefer working in such schools. A number of recent
studies suggest that one muyst look at the organisation and climate .of individual schools, rather
than their SES compositien in attempting to understand: their discip¥inary climates (e.g. Rotter, 1978
Reynolds, et al., 1976),

#* The same is probably true of comparisons between schoel classes (see Keddie, 1971). This raises the
issue of streaming which is . too complex to be dealt with in the available space. '
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Reality testing by students and parents

ft will be argued that whereas students within classrooms receive relatively reliable information
for judging their academlc status, when students and parerits make decisions at crucial branching peiluts
in the selection process, they are making judgements about comparatively unknown situations, with limited
opportunities For veality testing. The analysis will concentrate upon decisions about the choice of
secondary school and school leaving.

In the secondary school study it was found that the students' marks in school were rathér more
strongly related to their academic motivation, self concept of ability and their self esteem in relatien
to school than to measures of school achievement and educational attainment validated across schools.

The same can be said of the mother's percéptions of the student's ability, motivation and study skills.

By contrast, various measures of the student's and mother's ambitions and of the suoportiveness of the home
for school learning correlated more strongly with the across school measures, suggesting differential
recruitment into schools according to the “academic” climate of the famlly. These results are set out

in Table 1,

The "frog pond” (Davis, 1966) of the school determines the frame of reference within which students
compare their scholastic competence with that of others and this, to an extent, influences the level at
which they pitch their ambitions. So ambitions are affec 2d by both within-scheol and across-school
factors.

We must then distinguish those home influences on educational opportunity which are unambiguously
antecedent to the student's school success ("Home resources for school learnlng”) and those likely to be
influenced by it {"Reactions to school success'). Farlier research, constrained by the deficit paradigm,
has tended to confuse the latter with the former (e.g, pavental ambitions have been treated as a motivat-
icnal influence and not as a form of reaction).

Table 2 sefs cut 3 step-wise regression analysis which shows that home resources for school learning
affect school achievement and school leaving, as does earlier achievement ip school, and that parental
reactions to school swceess have an additional influence, net of the influence of earlier achievement.
The student's pupil identify forped within the classroom becomes ve-interpreted and re-created as it is
filtered through the reactions in the home.

The sample size is not large enough to diffeventiate between recruitment effects and the unique
influence of differences between the climates of schools on school leaving patterns. However, what this
atudv showed was that teachers' expectations of the future oécupatéonal and educational achievements of
students were wuch wore influenced by the students’ previous scholastic attainments than were the
students' and the mothers' expectations - to the extent of about twice as much. In other words the
merivocratic process within schools is much more influential in affecting teachers than students and
parents.” The students' and the parents’ ambitions have a considerable influence upon school leaving

’ dede
patterns beyond the influence of the students' achievements in school. I interpret this to mean that

% In a subsequent paper evidence will be presented that teachers' expectations of students' educational
and occupational attainments influence students’ school leaving patterns, over and above the influences
portrayed here, and that these influences contain some element of bias in the shape of the teachers'
perceptions of the secioc-economic background and future occupational and educational destinations of
the students in the scheol.

*% This Finding is well in line ‘with the considerable U.5. path analytic literature on educational opport-
unity (see Shea {1976) For a review). In Australia Meade's (1378) excellent study also supports these
findings as does Rosier's {(1978) study eof school leaving.






