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SOCIAL MOBILITY OR SOCIAL REPRODUCTION?
PARADIGMS IN THE SOCIOLOGY OF EDUCATION
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The Enigma of the Sociclogy of Education

Scciological research on education has always suffered ambivalence. While educational
research from economic, psychological, historical or philosophical perspectives have
generally enjoyed a legitimacy and esteem within their respective diseiplines, the
sociological study of education has, at least in the past, encountered serious identity
problems. In its early stages, from the 1920s to the 19408, the ambiguity of the socioclogy
of education was reflected in the presumption of sociologists that the study of education
was generally of low status, and in the presumption of educators that sociological reesearch
into education was "ivory-tower nonsense" and had little to say about the day-to-day
operations of teaching and learning (Hansen, 1967).

The orientation of the sociology of education in these formative years, whether in
North America or the U.K., was dominated by a pre-occupation with demographic aspects of
education, and to some extent, with the solution of practical organizational problems
related to schooling. The discipline wasg theoretijcally impoverished. 1In 1963, James Conant,
the American educator, commented: “As to whether the present group of professors who
consider themselves educational sociologists, should perpetuate themselves, I have the
gravest doubts” (cited in Banks, 1971:2). Several years later, a sociologist assessing the
discipline observed that "... the eariy limitations of the sociology of education do not lie
g0 much in the inadequacy of its conclusions as in the sterility of the questions that it
asked" (Corwin, 1965:65). Even in the United Kingdom, where sociclogical research into
education played a more central role in the reform of schooling, it had relatively little
impact on the preparation of teachers or in the better understanding of classroom processes
{Banks, 1971}.

Recently, however, the image of the sociology of education has reversed, such that one
writer has called it “one of the most vibrant and respected areas of sociological research”
(Karabel, 1979:85). Furthermore, it has been argued that research during the last decade has
contributed much to our understanding of two fundamental social processes: (1) the role of
education in promoting social mobility and equal opportunities, and (2) the role of education
in social and cultural reproduction {or some would say, transmission).

The significance of the early research of James Coleman and A.H. Halsey cannot be denied,
for they attempted to document the processes whereby schools could alter the basic inequality
in the social system. Accusations of political arithmetic and theoretical sterility
notwithstanding, their approach represented an optimistic view of the potential role of
education in improving the life chances of individuals from less advantaged backgrounds. In
retrospect, however, school reforms based on their research have been judged unsuccessful in
achieving their goals because of an incomplete understanding of school processes, and
particularly of the forces outside the school which impede, and indeed, sometimes control its
effectiveness. It has been argued in the UK for example, that educational reform there
amounted to little more than an ad hoc series of disjointed, "half-hearted, sometimes
transient concessions, that have marginally mitigated the affects of a fundamentally unequal
educational system® {Lodge and Blackstone, 1982).

Recent writing by Bowles and Gintis, Bourdieu, Bernstein, Apple and others have shifted
attention away from the guestion of equality to the mechanisms whereby schocling transmits
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not only the cultural heritage of gociety, but also the mechanisms of social ineguality. It
has been argued, for example, that these writers have "decisively raised the level of
theoretical discourse about the place of educational institutions and processes in the-larger
society” (Karabel, 1979:85-86)}. In effect, it has been largely through the efforts of the
tatter that the failures of educational and social reform were explained, and that schools
and other -educational institutions have been seen to reinforce rather than change the social

order.

Schooling for an Egalitarian Society

The directions which dominate research in education often parallel the attitudes which
politicians hold about schooling. puring the 1950s and 19608, when in most advanced
gouieties (at least in the USA, UK, Sweden and Australia), schools were seen as a strategic
institution for implementing social reform, the central concern for research in the sociology
of education was with schooling and equality. In each of these countries, efforts were made
to not only measure the contribution which schooling makes to the potential mobility of
society's citizens, but to change society jitgself, The restructuring of schooling,
particularly through the creation of comprehensive schools and the erosion of confidence in
the efficiency of tracking, were the direct political consequences of research which
demonstrated that schools were the major avenue for upward mobility, and were the most
effective way of countering the entrenchment of privilege and the importance of ascription in
the allocation of individuals to their eventual social and career destinations.

The optimism about the change potential of education coincided with the gradual shift in
modern industrial society from one where social position depended on ascribed characteristics
to one where achieved characteristics emerged as more important. Education was seen as
playing a major role 'in achievement. Status by birth was seen as replaced by status from

merit, including educational attainment.

Early studies confirmed the perceived importance of education for upward mobility. In
virtpally all western industrialised countries, the data indicated that persons with higher
levels of education also held higher occupational positions. For example in the late 1940s
and early 1950s David Glass' study in England clearly demonstrated that young working~class
or lower-middie~class students with a grammar school education were much more likely to be
upwardly mobile than those who had received no more than an elementary education. 1In a study
of education and social mobility in four societies (USA, UK, Australia and Brazil), Robert

Havighurst observed that:

“Pechnological development depends on the supply of technically trained people, while the
improvement of technology requires research-trained people. Individual talent is

developed by education, and children with potential are often motivated Dy education to
develop their abilities .... Even the differential economic gains of the working class
can be ascribed partly to.the fact that through worker's edugation and through the
extension of primary and secondary education, working class people have learned how to
organize and assert their interests" (Havighurst, 1961:117).

Although optimism about the equalising function of the school was to dominate and persist
through the sixties and early seventies, already in 1961 a cautionary observation was made
about attributing too much influence to schooling in attaining social mobility. C. Arncld
Anderson (1961}, in a bench-mark paper, argued that the cross-—tabulations and correlations so
popular in 1950s research which pointed to the strong association between education and
occupation, are in fact misleading, and that factors other than schooling are much more
important in determining mobility. After examining data from the United States, Britain and
Sweden, Anderson concluded that while sons who had high levels of education had a good chance
of attaining occupational levels higher than their father's, education was only one of many

factors responsible. .
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"In the three countries for which data exists, mobility independent of schooling occurs
frequently .... Even with more equal distribution of educational opportunities, the
‘independent operation of ‘'intelligence' will preobably damp the impact of schooling upon
individual careers" (Anderson, 1961:176).

In fact Anderson argued that in addition to intelligence, which he concluded explains from
two-thirds to three-fourths of the mobility in the United States, much of the apparent
contribution of schooling to mobility is also due to the "incorrect” placement among
occupations of fathers (i.e., the occupations the fathers “should be" pursuing), and with
"regression” of intelligence (i.e. szons of bright fathers but whose own intellectual ability
regresses toward the mean).

In spite of Anderson's and other writers® concerns with an over-emphasis on education as
an instrument in bringing about a more egalitarian society, the optimistic belief in
education persisted throughout the 1960s with little challenge. However in the mid—-1960s the
Coleman Report (1966) cast serious doubt about the school's ability to completely
eradicate racial and c¢lass inegualities: “... schools are remarkably similar in the effect
they have on the achievement of their pupils when the socioceconomic background of their
students is taken into account" (p.21)}. However, the report did note that "schools do
differ, however, in the degree of impact they have on the various racial and ethrnic groups"
{p.-21}. 1In short, while the report pointed out that schools exercised greatest impact on the
most disadvantaged students, the overall conclusion drawn from the academic community was
that in the long run, schools do not matter much when it comes to bringing about greater
equality in society.

The final nail was driven into the coffin of optimism in 1972 with the publication of
Jencks et al which concluded that very little of the ineguality of income in American society
coutid be explained by schooling. 1In spite of the theoretical, methodological, and policy
debate generated by the Jencks study, it was to dominate research in the sociclogy of
education throughout the 1970s. For those concerned with matters of inequality, the Jencks
study confirmed that if equality, at least in American society, were to be achieved, indirect
means through educational reforms would not work. It was argued that equality could only
come about by direct pelicy measures, for example, by direct redistribution of income. For
socioclogists of education, the Jencks study had profound implications for the discipline, for
if scheoeling did not effectively bring about z more equitable society, then what did schools
do?

But in North America, the problem of the soclology of education was not contingent on the
Jencks study. In 1967, a landmark study of the American occupational structure not only
initiated a methodolegical explosion in American sociology generally, but deeply affected
research in the sociology of education as well. Path modelling of educational processes
fleourished during the 1970s and into the 19803, and the work of Blau and Duncan, and that of
Sewell, Hauser, and their colleagues, continued to analyze the contribution of education to
upward mobility and eventual occupaticonal and income attainment.

However, this form of "methodological empiricism® did not succeed in reversing the impact
of the Jencks concluéion, for the findings were inconclusive regarding the importance of
schooling. Blau and Duncan, for example, &id not find, in their analysis of four cchorts,
any diminishing trend in the correlation between parental and filial occupational status.
Furthermore the correlation between son's education and the status of first job were fournd to
fluctuate between .532 and .574 between the same four cohorts, without any discernable
pattern. However, if universalism and achievement status (and hence greater equality of
opportunity) had increased over these generations, as the increase in educational attainment
had, then one would expect the first set of correlations to diminish and the second set to

increase.



The status-attainment model has not fared much better. It has been pointed out, for
example that the status-attainment model has proven more successful in predicting educational
attainment .than occupational attainment, and more successful in predicting occupational
attainment than income. Thus at each step in the stratification process, the status
attainment model, in spite of its sophistication and power, has less and less explanatory
punch. Is this because of the methodology itself, or because. schooling does not in fact
contribute that much to the stratificaticn process in society?,

The status attainment tradition in the sociology of education, which dominated research
in the United States and the UK from the 1950s to the 1970s, continues to influence today.
But its hegemony has beenr broken, partly because of its functionalist orientation and its
individualistiec bias. The functionalist paradigm has been sufficiently critigued elsewhere
and will not be repeated here. . However, within the sociology of education its approach has
been criticized for exaggerating the role of technology and for anderestimating the
importance of_cqnflict and ideology in educational processes (Bowles énd Gintis, 19272).
Furthermore, because of its e@phasis‘on selection, training and allocation and hence on
stratification and social mobility, the functionalist paradigm has been rejected because of
its neglect of the content of the schooling.

Therefore, in spite of the fact that the period of optimism about education's
contribution to social mobility and equality ended in both research and policy ambiguity,
technological functionalism contributed much to our knowiedge about schooling and society,
and the methodology often used in this research, particulariy since the Coleman Report, did
much to improve the scientific status of the sociology of education generally.

fducation Reproduces Society

the demise of the optimistic view about the effectiveness of education in bringing about
greater social eguality reached its completion at the 1970 conference of the British
Sociological Association at the University of Durham. For Brown (1973), who later edited the
education papers, the conference represented a watershed for British sociology of education
and “"reflected the very interesting fact that the definition of this whole field of
sociclogical inquiry was changing in important ways" {p.2).

Disillusioned with the persistance of ineguality in British society, in spite of the
educational reforms of the 1960s to eradicate it, many British socioleogisis rejected the
"political arithmetic" of their predecessors {for example, Ffloud, Halsey, Class, Martin,
bouglas and Banks) and turned to what we know as interpretative sociology, borrowing from the
likes. of Marx, Durkheim, Mead, Cooley, Schutz, Berger, Cicourel, Goffman, Garfinkle and
Becker, to name just a few. Likewise, the intellectual traditions were equally varied:
symbolic interactionism, labelling theory., phenomenclogy, ethnomethodology, Marxist sociology
and the sociology. of knowledge. What the "new breed" of socivlogists of educatjion had in
common, however, was a rejection of the functionalism and positivism of traditional
sociology, and a commitment to the notion that social reality is the result of continual
construction and_manipulation rather than a condition of forces outside the individual {sana,
1978). They were pessimistic both about the school's ability to eradicate inequality in
society, and about the efforts of functionalists and positivists in being able to explain
why. Rather than examine patterns of schooling and occupational mobility, advocates of the
“new" sociology of education focused upon classroom interaction,_particularly the effects of
labelling, on classroom language, and on the curriculum, or what is defined as legitimate
school knowledge. In each case, the underlying assumption was that rather than promote
equality and the possibility of upward mopility, the school in its modern structural form
inhibits it: the classroom, language, and curriculum operate to the advantage of the
privileged classes and to the further disadvantage of tha‘already disadvantaged.
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It was this conclusion which led those who adhered to this perspective to argue that the
school, therefore, serves to reproduce the social order rather than change it. That 1is,
while some sccial mobility may be apparent in data relating individual educational and
occupational attainment, the school is more effective at an aggregate level in the selection
and allocation of young people into a c¢lass structure which remains basically the same, and
the underlying inequalities in soclety persist. To this extent, those who advocate the
social reproduction medel of schooling fall within the neo-Marxist tradition whereby the
various social institutions, such as education, are seen ag mere extensions of the capitalist
state. As such, these institutions serve to protect the dominance of the upper classes, the
subordination of the working classes, and the perpetuation of the capitalist class
structure.

Initial statements concerning schooling as social and cultural reproduction were
relatively straightforward. For example, Bernstein (1977) argued that because of the
differential language codes and the systems of the classification and framing of knowledge,
there is control over the transmission of knowledge. Hence, since knowledge is power, the
power structure of society iz preserved, in spite of the expansion of schooling. BSourdieu
(1973), on the other hand, focused on the transmission of "high culture" through schooling,
particularly by different types of schools. Purthermore, Bourdieu argued that the
examination system serves as a form of "self-exclusion" whereby non-continuance is
legitimated in terms of poor academic achievement or motivation rather than social origin or
cultural capital.

Soclal and cultural reproduction theorists have been criticised on a number of points.
For example, the theory is as functionalist and determinist as that advocated by the
stratification theorists: the school, instead of serving to equalisze access to higher status
occupations, is seen to serve as a reproducer of the social order. Furthermore, neither
Bernstein nor Bourdieu fully account for the possibility of the autonomy of the school, that
is, the extent to which the school may act independently of the social, cultural and economic
forces which surround it. Finally, simple yeproduction theories do not acknowledge nor make
possible the explanation of non~reproduction, that is, the effect of schooling on upward or
downward mobility, which the stratification theorists have well documented (Gorder, 1980).

Apple (1982a) aptly identifies the positive anad negative aspects of reproduction theory
in the following comment:

“There can be no longer doubt that schools do seem to be institutions of economic and
cultural reproduction. However, the way this goes on within educational institutions is
exceptionally complex. A number of recent theories of the relationship between education
and an 'external' society miss important aspects of this complexity” {p.1).

Ultimately, Apple argues that reproduction theories do not explain what goes on within the
‘black box' of schooling, in particular, how the processes of reproduction and non-
reproduction take place. Specifically, there has yet to be an adeguate explanation of the
"regsistance” to the hegemonic effect of schooling in the process of reproduction. In short,
Apple (1982b) argues that the school is an arena within which the inequalities of society are
contested, and where both reproduction and non-reproduction take place.

Schooling and Economic Correspondence

Correspondence theory is a specific type of reproduction theory, and in its most simple
form contends that the underlying values, structures, curricula and processes of schooling
simply reflect those found in contemporary western capitalist societies. Pirst introduced by
Gintis (1972} in his critique of Illich's Deschooiing Society, and subsequently developed in
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the work of Bowles and Gintis (1276}, correspondence theory places emphasis on economic
factors rather than the social and cultural, as with most reproduction theorists. Thus it is
argued that schools mirror the social relations of capitalist production in the wider
society. Thus the major contribution of schooling to society is not greater equality, but
rather the selection and allocation of individuals intoe the al}eady existing class structure.
Furthermore, the use of the IQ test and other structural mechanisms such as tracking and
examinations serve to legitimate the selection and allocation process so that the continuance
of inequalities appears based on merit.

Like the social and cultural reproduction theorists, the correspondence thecrists are
pessimistic about the school as an agent for bringing about greater egquality and opportunity
in society. Therefore, in spite of some individual mobility, it is argued thaﬁ the basic
class structure remains the same. Schooling alone cannot alter the pattern of inegquality in
society without a broader structural reform of the economic and political system. Thus
correspondence theorists advocate structural reforms,.such as greater participatory demccracy
in the economic sphere, which they feel will eventually permeate other social institutions,

including schools.

The weaknesses of the corregpondence theorists are similar to those of reproduction
theory generally. In their failure to take into account the fact that schools do more than
maintain the privilege of elite groups, the correspondence theorists overlook the conflict
and competition (for example, of ethnic groups) which often occurs in schools. Secondly, the
correspondence theory suffers from an inadequate causal model. The assumption that the
social relations of the economic order determine the social relations of schooling overlocks
other possible explanations for schooling processes, for example the social relations
impligit in-the learning situation. In other words, if the social relations of production
were democratized {through soecial policy or social revolution), would the social relations of
schooling be altered? Finally, the correspondence theorists fail to acknowledge the autonomy
of the school, and the fact that schools not only mirror the inegualities of society, but
sometimes create inegualities. Education systems, through teacher militancy, community
influence, and the indeterminacy of classroom behaviour, often resist the efforts of
political or economic factors to control them. In summary, La Brecque {1978) argues that
w_ .. the correspondence theory is =a misteading explanaticn for why schools are the way they
are" (p.R00).

Concepts, Methodologies and Policies

Educational research which focuses on the contribution of schooling to social equality
and access to social mobility represents one paradigm in the sociology of education; the
reproduction and correspondence theorists represent another. What is perplexing is the
extent to which each puts forward apparently contradictory interpretations of the function
which schooling plays in the larger society, their varied methodologies, and the policy
implications which flow from theoretical and empirical findings.

Both perspectives have a view of equality by which they judge the effectiveness of
schooling. Those who focus on gchooling and ultimate status attainment argue that equality
of opportunity, both in terms of access to schooling and treatment within it, are the
conditions which allow for development of talent and the functioning of a stratification
system based on merit. The fact that schooling is related to mobility is seen as evidence
that the system is operating. On the other hand, to the extent that status allocation, and
even school success, continue to be iargely affected by social origing suggests that eguality
of access and treatment are less than desirable. Reproduction theorists, in contrast, focus
on equality of outcomes and the hievarchical structure of society, and do not regard
individual status allocation or sccial mobility as sufficient outcomes of schooling. It is
not individual opportunity, but rather the eradication of structural inegualities by which






