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Foreword

To the question, “Does the sociology of education matter in the 21st cen-
tury?”, this book provides a resounding “Yes!” It accomplishes this feat by
vigorously pursuing pressing problems in the field, by examining feasible
responses to those problems in theory, policy, and practice, and by consider-
ing new ways to increase the chances that evidence produced by sociologists
will make a difference in the real world.

Enhancing opportunity and reducing inequality are at the heart of sociol-
ogy as a discipline, and this is especially the case for the sociology of educa-
tion, because education both reflects and contributes to stratification and
inequality in the wider society. At a time of rising inequality in the United
States, it is especially important that sociologists turn their attention not just
to assessing the extent and sources of inequality, but to identifying effective
responses to inequality (Gamoran 2014). It was heartening, therefore, to dis-
cover that access and opportunity constitute a unifying theme throughout this
volume.

In December 2013, President Barack Obama called out “growing inequal-
ity and lack of upward mobility,” which threaten the U.S. economy, social
cohesion, and the practice of democracy, as “the defining challenge of our
time.” In the remaining three years of his term in office, some gaps began to
narrow, most obviously in healthcare coverage but in the income distribution
as well (Casselman 2016). In education, too, there were already signs that
growing inequality may have been on the way toward reversing course
(Reardon and Portilla 2016). Yet since the election of his successor and espe-
cially with the massive, partisan tax bill passed in late 2017 favoring high-
income and wealthy Americans, recent gains may soon be lost. As a result,
contributions from sociologists on access and opportunity in education are
needed now more than ever.

This volume answers the call with timely reconsiderations of the familiar
domain of the sociology of education. It is timely, first, because it emphasizes
population groups that have not received enough attention in the past but
which are crucial for addressing contemporary inequalities: immigrants,
including undocumented young people; students who are the first-generation
in their family to attend college; and sexual minority youth. Moreover, the
familiar sociodemographic groups defined by gender, race, ethnicity, and
social class are explored with greater attention to their intersectionality—the
way these categorizations intersect and the special consequences for inequal-
ity of such dual or triple status distinctions—than in much of the past literature
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in sociology. The authors bring both theoretical and empirical aspects of
intersectionality to bear on the challenge of understanding and addressing
inequality.

Second, the work is both timely and needed because it recognizes the cen-
trality of the opportunities young people have to experience rich, meaningful,
and effective schooling. Whether the focus is on cognitive gains, social and
emotional skills, or economic advances, productive opportunities for learning
and interacting with others are at the core of the educational enterprise. Many
of the chapters of this Handbook peer intently at how students’ social and
academic opportunities vary. To improve outcomes and reduce gaps, it is
essential to consider, assess, and improve approaches to enrich young peo-
ples’ opportunities for learning and interaction.

Third, the chapters in this volume offer timely attention to the transition
from schooling to the world of work. As technological developments have
changed the nature of work and put a premium on skills as a determinant of
economic rewards, schooling plays an increasing role, via both human and
social capital development. Advancing equity in the twenty-first century
requires that sociologists examine connections between access to schooling
and workplace opportunities. Moreover, the last two decades have witnessed
increasing attention to various forms of higher education within the sociology
of education, and these developments are well represented in this Handbook.

Fourth, the volume is innovative in its attention to the challenges of getting
evidence from research into the hands of policymakers and practitioners who
will take the evidence into account when making decisions that affect young
people. Typically, even the strongest contributions in the sociology of educa-
tion have much more to say about the extent, sources, and consequences of
inequality than about ways to reduce inequality. This volume, however,
includes several chapters that focus on ways to reduce gaps. Even the most
insightful research, moreover, will fail to contribute to equity if does not con-
front those making decisions. Research is more likely to influence policy and
practice if it occurs within the context of ongoing relationships between pro-
ducers and consumers of research, and the intermediary organizations that
bring them together, as contrasted with the more typical approach of research-
ers acting on their own from within the metaphorical ivory tower (DuMont
2015). Consequently, this Handbook brings valuable attention to such rela-
tionships, in the form of teacher networks and research—practice partnerships,
which may help turn research into action.

Why should sociologists of education focus on ways to reduce inequality
(Gamoran 2014)? First, inequality in the United States is excessive, whether
compared to other countries or our own past history. Second, excessive
inequality is harmful, as it is socially divisive and a drag on economic pro-
ductivity. Third, we are not paralyzed in the face of inequality; on the con-
trary, it is demonstrable that social programs can reduce inequality. The War
on Poverty has not been won, for example, but there is less poverty today than
there would be without the social programs enacted through this set of poli-
cies (Bailey and Danziger 2013). Fourth, we need research to identify which
programs will be effective in reducing inequality, and that is the point of entry
for sociologists of education.
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Finally, the strength of this volume is that it examines specific strategies to
improve access and opportunity in areas ranging from school-family relation-
ships to charter schools to community colleges and alternative certification
programs and other domains. Yet such interventions may be modest balms to
heal major sores; that is, even the most effective programs may have little
potency when larger social structural conditions preserve the deeply stratified
foundations of society. Perhaps uniquely among the social science disciplines,
sociologists have a role to play in exploring the structural foundations of
inequality, demonstrating that reducing gaps is not merely a matter of provid-
ing equal access, but of dismantling and reconstructing the social structures
that create unequal opportunities in the first place. Here, too, woven through-
out many of its chapters, this Handbook provides the right place to start.

President, William T. Grant Foundation Adam Gamoran
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Preface

One of the major intellectual leaders in the discipline of sociology, and soci-
ology of education in particular, was Professor Maureen Hallinan. Over her
exceptional career in sociology, she conducted some of the most theoretically
and empirically path-breaking studies on ability grouping; friendship ties;
and the intersection between educational opportunities and race, ethnicities,
and socioeconomic resources among students in public and private high
schools. Her volume on the Handbook of Sociology of Education demon-
strates the breadth of her vision and how she viewed the field of sociology of
education at the beginning of the twenty-first century. Central to her vision
was the idea that sociology of education is principally about the study of
schools in three intersecting domains: (1) the formal organizational structure
of schools and the interrelationships they have with other social systems such
as the families and communities; (2) the internal function of schools that
shape student and teacher social behaviors, attitudes, and performance; and
(3) the estimation of schooling’s impact on educational and occupational
attainment. A volume on Sociology of Education should be about the study of
schooling, as Hallinan elegantly describes in the introduction of her hand-
book, but the study of schooling has changed quite dramatically since 2000.
This volume encompasses a new range of topics, methodological develop-
ments, and contributions sociology of education is making to educational
practice and public policy.

Schooling careers begin in the family, and this volume is designed to be
holistic in its coverage of the role of the family in their children’s education
from preschool through postsecondary education. The actions parents take
with their children to advance their learning and how they vary by race, eth-
nicity, and social and economic circumstances are a critical aspect of sociol-
ogy of education. Recognizing the importance of how families view education
and the actions they take regarding their children’s education, several chap-
ters explore preschool education opportunities, homeschooling, school
choice, and parent direct involvement in supplemental out-of-school activi-
ties which are of intellectual and political interest. The intent of many of the
authors is to underscore how education norms—actions, interests, and sanc-
tions—are developed and reinforced in the home, community, and school,
rather than exclusively focusing on connections between the family and the
school.

The outcomes of education are no longer measured strictly by academic
achievement. Today, we increasingly recognize the interrelationships between
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academic performance and social and emotional learning that occurs through-
out one’s schooling career. Many of the chapters blend the relationship of
these outcomes and their association with transitions into successful adult-
hood. Just as some of the authors examine the early beginnings of informal
and formal schooling, several of the chapters move beyond the K—12 system
to postsecondary education and beyond. The widening interest in higher edu-
cation today needs a deeper and more comprehensive focus on the changing
landscape of the variety of postsecondary institutions and the respective pop-
ulations they serve. Several authors take up how labor market opportunities
are enhanced or impeded by different postsecondary education, trainings, and
occupational pathways.

Instead of placing a special section on inequality of educational opportu-
nity, social justice, and questions of meritocracy and privilege, the authors
take up these issues in the context of their work on such topics as school
choice, accountability systems, teacher performance assessments, and special
services for various populations including immigrants, undocumented stu-
dents, and those with special needs. Several chapters are devoted to examin-
ing the continuing problems associated with race and social class, and more
recently sexual orientation, all of which are discussed in relation to how
larger educational social systems operate differentially and prejudicially for
certain populations they serve.

There are a growing number of sociologists of education who are under-
taking new methodological work for studying social systems, including net-
work analyses, impact of household resources on educational mobility, and
school and teacher effects on student performance. Some of these chapters
are included in sections to demonstrate how context including communities,
structure of the school year, and state policies mediate students’ lives in and
out of school. The work of these individuals is also included here in part to
underscore how sociologists of education, who were among the first to model
and estimate the nested structure of students within classrooms between
schools, are now being followed by these authors and the contributions they
are making for the study of education.

Moving away from standalone chapters on topics such as “the history of
curricular tracking,” all of the authors were asked to provide a historical theo-
retical overview to situate their topic and empirical work in the area. What
this means is instead of a single theoretical section, each chapter has its own
theoretical framing, including a major emphasis on the seminal empirical
work in this area and a critique of its relevance to today. Additionally, the
volume has a unifying theme, in that each of the chapters touches on the
issues of institutional access and opportunity in the K—16 system for different
groups of students (e.g., including race, ethnicity, socioeconomic class, abil-
ity, and special needs), taking into account immigration status and regional
differences.

This book is not your traditional sociology of education volume; it is not
narrow in its scope. It is forward-thinking and captures the issues that are now
facing education, threading back to their provenance, and weaving them into
a matrix that has cross-disciplinary interest for those in sociology, education,
and other social science fields. Edited specifically for undergraduate,
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graduate, and policy audiences, the message is one that reinforces why we
need to be vigilant in addressing how inequities in schooling are manifested
in the educational system. The major emphasis of all the chapters is that it is
the social context of education that forms and shapes inequality of educa-
tional opportunities.

Perhaps the most unusual aspect of this volume is the authors themselves.
Invitations for the chapters were sent to key senior authors in each of the
chapters that constitute the five sections of the book. The invitations asked
each to select their most promising graduate student(s) and/or newly minted
colleague(s) to be a coauthor. The idea was not only to make the ideas fresh
but to encourage the next generation of sociologists of education to take the
reins on our future. I am thrilled that so many of my colleagues took up the
offer and have produced some of the best chapters on the state of sociology of
education today and where it needs to be for tomorrow.

I am very appreciative to all the authors and their dedication and commit-
ment to the process and how quickly the book has come to fruition.

There is one person who truly made this book happen, and that is Guan
Saw, the associate editor. His help has been invaluable in the development of
this volume, and he is mainly the one who kept it on track. Like many of the
authors in this volume, at the beginning of last year, he took his first academic
position as an assistant professor at the University of Texas San Antonio, and
kept the press on me and everyone else to bring the volume to completion.
His ability to conquer multiple theories and methodologies is indeed remark-
able. It is because of his contributions that the volume consists of a range of
authors whose knowledge spans a diversity of emerging topics at the nexus of
sociology of education.

And finally, we also contacted two blind senior scholars and those with
specialized expertise as reviewers for each chapter. Their names are listed in
the appendix. Thank you all.

East Lansing, MI, USA Barbara Schneider
September 2017
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Introduction

To achieve a more equitable, just, and functioning society, we need to pay
attention to why some less-advantaged students receive a substantially lower
quality of education than their more-advantaged peers. We need to under-
stand why the educational needs of those with limited economic and social
resources remain unheeded while the institutions that serve them remain
woefully inadequate. This Handbook is not a well-rehearsed summary of the
seminal work in the sociology of education—work that is often mired in
debates of equity and barriers to social mobility. It is instead a compilation of
25 chapters that takes a contemporary sociological view of the issues facing
education in the U.S. today, including the sources of many of these problems
and what is needed to address them. Each chapter in this volume attends to
the theoretical underpinnings of educational inequality while often turning
them on their heads, questioning their relevance for today’s varied educa-
tional landscape and the unforeseen—but now unfortunately real—social and
economic consequences of inequality.

The sociology of education has long retained a central place in the field, as
scholars recognize the importance of how families, communities, and schools
shape individuals’ actions and attitudes. It is not just the impact of social
systems that continues to intrigue researchers but ow these interdependent
systems function as they interact both with the environments in which they
exist and the smaller units within the systems themselves. A key objective of
this volume is, therefore, to capture how social systems affect individuals and
how social systems are shaped by their environments. To understand why
some individuals succeed when the odds are clearly against them, or how
some schools become sites of exemplary education in spite of limited
resources, we need to investigate the interrelationships among individuals
and their social systems. As a result, the chapters in this volume do not sepa-
rate the individual or the institution from one another. Instead, the focus is on
the actions and values embedded in each and how they relate to one another.
The Handbook is organized into five major sections, each of which examines
an interlocking theme that characterizes these interrelationships.

XVii
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Part I. Families, Schools, and Educational Opportunity

Our volume begins with the family, which over the past 50 years has become
a hallmark of the way values, resources, and subsequently social class are
transferred from parents to children. The chapters in this section describe
how this process is disrupted by social systems, such as schools and commu-
nities that interface with the family. Special attention is given to communi-
ties, which often receive limited consideration but can be powerful transmitters
of the cultural values and attitudes that motivate actions by families, their
children, and schools. Schools shoulder the primary responsibility for foster-
ing successful academic performance—though they have the support of fami-
lies and communities, schools cannot achieve this goal without society as a
whole taking a major role in improving educational opportunities for all
students.

Chapter 1, by George Farkas, bridges the relationship between parents’
occupations and dispositions and their children’s skills and habits, then exam-
ines how these characteristics influence teachers’ judgments of student out-
comes. Using the theoretical perspective of Pierre Bourdieu, Farkas describes
how social class differences in parenting and parenting resources relate to
school success and educational attainment. His comprehensive analysis of
Bourdieu brings a clarity to how social class is reproduced, using an empiri-
cal analysis of middle school children through which he shows that the stron-
gest determinants of grades are not cognitive skills but work habits
demonstrated in school. Work habits include social learning behaviors such
as “works well independently and with others,” “is courteous,” and “persists
and completes tasks”; reviewing studies of these social behaviors, Farkas
argues for their closer examination in relation to student performance, and
cautions researchers against attributing differences in performance to broad
distinctions of parents’ social class activities (i.e., parent-organized activities
and involvement in schools). This sociological emphasis on how students
work in classrooms corresponds, in part, to many of the social behaviors that
social psychologists have identified as fundamental to learning, such as a
student’s ability to persist at a task. The chapter concludes with policy pre-
scriptions and suggested research studies showing how teachers’ judgments
of work habits can be used more effectively to lessen variation in academic
performance.

Chapter 2, by Erin McNamara Horvat and Karen Pezzetti, extends tradi-
tional conceptions of family and provides an evidential voice to the impor-
tance of community for improving educational outcomes and reducing
educational disparities. Reviewing work by James S. Coleman on social capi-
tal—the value of the relationships of an individual or a group—the authors
argue that this perspective is critical for understanding school-home—com-
munity relations. They then highlight others who have stressed the signifi-
cance of trustworthy connections for school success. This chapter describes
how relationships are not composed of groups of “equal players” but com-
monly function through power and privilege across different racial, ethnic,
and social classes, often forming unequal opportunities for parent participa-
tion and allocation of educational resources. These ideas have been
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incorporated into several new interventions that foster “grassroot” involve-
ment to stimulate demand for parent and community organizing—not only
for school reform, but in the neighborhoods where the schools and the stu-
dents they serve are situated. There is substantial evidence about these types
of parent and community initiatives, but the authors are cautious in explain-
ing why reform requires serious study of the relationships across school,
home, and community.

The last chapter in this section, by Douglas B. Downey, Aimee Yoon, and
Elizabeth Martin, shifts our focus to the school. The authors’ primary argu-
ment is that although schools start the formal educational process late in a
child’s development, they can (and have) made a difference in improving
academic performance and social development, including schools attended
by disadvantaged children. Beginning with the traditional narrative about
schools and inequality—which posits that schools can only do so much to
alter the huge variations in academic performance primarily due to disparate
family, social, and economic resources—this chapter presents the alternative
explanation that not all schools function in the same way: Some are more
successful than others in producing positive academic outcomes. Neither of
these explanations, the authors maintain, explain how schools can influence
inequality. What, they ask, would inequality look like if schools did not exist?
To answer this question, the chapter reviews several seminal studies of sea-
sonal comparisons of schools—that is, comparing changes in achievement
gaps when school is in session over a 9-month period, in contrast to the
3-month summer break. The authors provide several rationales for why this
“seasonal approach,” including its limitations, is particularly useful for over-
coming problems with isolating school effects. They show that older studies
suggest that summer can be a time when achievement gaps increase more
than in the school year, while newer studies with larger samples show the
opposite—that is, the Black—White achievement gap grows faster during the
school year. Yet, when examining achievement by socioeconomic status,
results show that the variation in children’s skills grows about 50% faster
when they are out of school than when school is in session. With the recogni-
tion that schools can only do so much, the authors nonetheless conclude by
identifying several policy options that they suspect would likely benefit low-
SES students and reduce inequality in mathematics and reading skills.

Part Il. The Changing Demographics of Social Inequality

The landscape of the U.S. educational system has changed dramatically over
the past several decades as the number of racial and ethnic minorities has
continued to grow, eclipsing the White public elementary and secondary
school population in 2014 (NCES 2017). The U.S. school population also
serves increasing numbers of immigrants, whose resident status can limit
access and persistence within the educational system; many are the first in
their families to attend college, and face multiple obstacles as they try to navi-
gate the increasingly complex postsecondary system while retaining a sense
of belonging. Females now outnumber males in high school completion and
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higher education enrollment, but still fail to enter or advance in some occupa-
tions. Society’s recognition of the multidimensionality of gender and sexual-
ity—lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, or queer (LGBTQ)—has major
implications for the educational system as it must now address the physical,
social, and emotional needs of youths’ gender and sexual identities. The six
chapters in this section center around the ways in which the educational sys-
tem has and has not assured equality of opportunity for these populations.

Samuel R. Lucas and Véronique Irwin begin Chap. 4 by presenting evi-
dence of disparities in educational performance for students of different
socioeconomic and racial backgrounds, and question why this is the case:
What theories can explain why these patterns exist and have for multiple
years? The authors describe their criteria for what constitutes a viable theory
of inequality, separating theories into those that are expansive (generalizable,
dynamic, and include processes or mechanisms) and those that are narrow
(specific, static, and correlational). In either case, any claims made by these
theories need to reference conceptual entities, be observable, map on to mul-
tiple patterns, be internally consistent rather than contradictory, and not be
repetitive or redundant in their assertions. Focusing only on expansive theo-
ries of inequality, Lucas and Irwin identify ten such theories, highlighting
their strengths and limitations for reducing inequality. The authors then
engage in an in-depth assessment of combining theories, two of which they
undertake empirically. Others—stereotype threat, the Wisconsin social-psy-
chological model, and incorporation theory—have evidential claims and are
presented as conceptually linked, though not empirically investigated by the
authors. The chapter concludes with a message for why theories are impor-
tant and need to be developed: If we are to remedy class- and racial/ethnic-
linked educational inequality, there needs to be a justifiable explanation for
its persistence that extends beyond singular theories that are fairly narrow in
scope and difficult to reconcile.

In Chap. 5, Phoebe Ho and Grace Kao introduce their argument that con-
textual factors beyond family socioeconomic class distinctions account for
significant differences in the education performance and attainment of racial/
ethnic minority students by presenting evidence from the largest national
educational survey of U.S. students: the National Assessment of Education
Progress (NAEP). Using data from preschool enrollment through postsec-
ondary completion that show differences in performance, the authors consis-
tently highlight the process mechanisms (quality early childhood programs,
coursework, college preparatory activities, and college access and affordabil-
ity) that are often neglected in the allocation of education resources devoted
to minority and immigrant children but that could be directed to them to pro-
mote educational success. An important contribution of this chapter is its
examination of how students identify themselves, through a review of studies
that debate the existence of a racial and ethnic hierarchical structure that rei-
fies existing stereotypes, power structures, and intergenerational family con-
flict. The authors conclude with an in-depth discussion of the nonfamilial
resources that are likely to matter, especially with respect to the educational
success of minority and immigrant students; these include teacher expecta-
tions, straddling school and peer cultures, and neighborhood effects,
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particularly in areas with substantial increases in immigrant populations. In
light of recent racist and anti-immigrant sentiment, how and why these edu-
cation mechanisms affect the academic performance and social well-being of
different groups takes on unprecedented immediacy and importance, both
nationally and globally.

The intersectionality of gender, race, ethnic identity, and performance are
the thematic conceptions that link the arguments and evidence Catherine
Riegle-Crumb et al. present in Chap. 6, to show disparities in educational
performance and identify considerations for future studies of education.
Selecting grades, test scores, and course-taking—three observable measures
that strongly predict students’ postsecondary school success—and including
factors linked to labor market participation, the authors demonstrate how
these indicators sustain educational inequality and their impact on the labor
force. The first part of the chapter examines gender differences in education,
showing a female advantage with respect to grades and course-taking but a
disadvantage with respect to enrollment in highly selective universities and
some STEM fields. Theories attempting to validate these differences, the
authors argue, are (1) too concentrated on a specific disparity; (2) contradic-
tory to explanations regarding socialization; and (3) tautological, especially
with respect to field of study (these criticisms reflect criteria identified by
Lucas and Irwin in Chap. 4). Next, the authors concentrate on patterns of
racial and ethnic differences in educational outcomes, arguing for the devel-
opment of theories that target resource allocation and opportunities within
school, and economic and social factors outside school, to understand inequi-
ties (points also made by Downy et al. in Chap. 3). The chapter concludes
with an explicit agenda for future research that questions the reliance on stan-
dardized testing as an outcome measure; emphasizes more attention to school
context and how it shapes inequality; and stresses the need for a clearer rep-
resentation of the intersectionality of gender, race, ethnicity, and performance
and its import in the social context of young people’s lives.

In Chap. 7, Roberto G. Gonzales and Edelina M. Burciaga discuss
research—theirs and others’—that describes the challenges undocumented
youth experience growing up in the U.S., and how the youths’ responses to
these challenges relate to aspects of their schooling careers (i.e., enrolling in
college versus leaving high school before completion) and location (i.e., liv-
ing in urban versus rural environments, or in specific states). Although they
lack legal citizenship, undocumented students can attend schools, which the
authors label legally protected spaces. But these protected spaces are typi-
cally located in segregated, high-poverty neighborhoods, where schools are
under-resourced and unapproachable for undocumented parents seeking
additional educational services, such as for children with special needs.
Recognizing the lack of large-scale data collections on undocumented stu-
dents, the authors draw on their own intensive qualitative longitudinal studies
in urban areas; these studies examine the values, social relations, and agency
of undocumented youth, and the sense they make of their racial and ethnic
identities. The chapter highlights the authors’ individual research, specifi-
cally on the conflict regarding what it means to be undocumented and to
claim one’s country of origin; and how students grapple with what being
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undocumented means for their ability to, for instance, get a driver’s license,
apply to college, and access different sources of financial support. For these
“exiters” (the authors’ term), experiencing a lack of high-quality instruction,
educational services, and meaningful connections in school often results in
dead-end jobs and living in fear of deportation; these circumstances take their
toll, with many exiters experiencing mental and physical problems. The
college-goers are not without their own pressures and stresses that can derail
persistence, whether over finances, the questionable future of Deferred Action
for Childhood Arrivals (DACA), feelings of exclusion, or other college-
related decisions (usually state-specific). Scholarly interest in undocumented
students is likely to escalate in light of pending court cases that will deter-
mine not only these students’ citizenship status, but what that status will
mean for their future lives, both in the U.S. and their country of origin.

Chapter 8, by Irenee R. Beattie, delves deeper into the first-generation col-
lege students (FGS)—students whose parents did not complete their college
degrees. Beattie argues that though sociologists have been relatively slow to
study FGS, this population now constitutes a significant proportion of those
attending college, especially among those in 2-year colleges (although, as she
points out, these estimates are often inconsistent). As Riegle-Crumb and
coauthors argue in Chap. 6, it is the intersectionality of FGS with gender,
identity, and immigration status that can help isolate and track how institu-
tional variation has interfered with students’ transition to college, persistence,
and completion. FGS, Beattie argues, represent a key population for under-
standing how and why social mobility functions differentially for some popu-
lations and not others. She suggests we examine more closely the ways in
which social (e.g., living on campus, interacting with faculty and other stu-
dents, developing friendship networks) as well as academic (e.g., academic
and career advising, academic support programs) experiences shape their
educational success. Recognizing that there are multiple transition problems
for all groups entering postsecondary school, Beattie explains that her focus
is on what happens to young people affer they enter college, where the more
obvious markers of institutional inequality can be observed and linked with
individual experiences. She shows how traditional and newer sociological
theories are useful but lacking in some respects, especially regarding the
“messy” distinctions of social class, as these are often fine-grained; difficult
to discern; and vary significantly by gender, race, immigration status, and
parental economic resources. This chapter, together with the others in this
section, underscores why sociological insights are important for understand-
ing educational inequality, and that such insights need to be realized in useful
educational policies across all levels.

The last chapter in this section, written by Jennifer Pearson and Lindsey
Wilkinson, examines the experiences of LGBTQ students in educational con-
texts. Unquestionably, how to protect the civil rights of LGBTQ students has
become one of the most prominent issues of this decade, from housing in
postsecondary institutions and use of bathrooms/locker rooms to participa-
tion in extracurricular activities or registering for the armed services. What it
means to refer to oneself or others as LGBTQ, and its significance with
respect to educational opportunities, comprise some of the topics in this
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chapter, for which data and literature have thus far been sorely inadequate.
Pearson and Wilkinson do not stop with identifying the problems often
attached to labeling and insufficient data issues, but instead use their and oth-
ers’ work to highlight the types of abuse LGBTQ students are likely to
encounter at school (such as bullying and harassment), how the abuse varies
developmentally, and how it depends on school contexts (such as the demo-
graphics of the population the schools serve and if they are situated in urban,
rural, or suburban areas). The ways in which these experiences affect stu-
dents’ academic engagement, academic success, and sense of self are also
reviewed, including discussions of differences in social and emotional varia-
tion among racial and ethnic subgroups—although here again the research is
limited. As schools and other social institutions struggle with legitimate and
appropriate responses to the LGBTQ population, the authors offer recom-
mendations for how schools can implement more supportive and effective
practices, including curricular revisions, teacher training, and community
responsiveness.

One has to ask the question, who is being left out? Most of the chapters in
this section include references to all racial/ethnic minorities in the U.S. popu-
lation. However, there is a dearth of research on Native American students,
who comprise about 1% of the student body in public elementary and second-
ary schools (Fryberg 2013; NCES 2017) and whose population is diminish-
ing, with limited access to high-quality schools. There are also growing
numbers of certain religious populations, such as Muslims (Hossain 2017),
who are not recent immigrants but also face severe discrimination in some
schools. Hopefully, in future work, these populations will receive increased
attention in both the research and policy arenas. The authors in this section
are in agreement that reducing inequality remains a deep concern, both for
the generations of racial and ethnic students who have repeatedly experienced
a lack of educational opportunity, and for those who have recently found
themselves in these situations.

Part Ill. The Social Organization of Schooling
and Opportunities for Learning

In keeping with our intent for this volume to uphold a future perspective, the
six chapters in this section take on several longstanding themes in the sociol-
ogy of education—including public versus private schooling, curricular dif-
ferentiation, teacher preparation, and the teaching profession—showing why
they are in need of revision and how researchers are tackling these topics
today. Incorporating a variety of data sources and methodologies, the authors
frame their discussions by explaining how we need to conceptualize and mea-
sure the often-unpredictable boundaries that comprise the social context of
schools and the diverse populations they serve. It is this uncertainty in the
environment that places new demands and pressure on schools to create a
more equitable educational system.

School choice, as Megan Austin and Mark Berends explain in Chap. 10,
has become a primary organizing principle for the entire educational
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enterprise, from pre-kindergarten through postsecondary institutions, across
the public and private sectors. Varied in its governance, economic support,
and client base, controversies over school choice’s effectiveness for improv-
ing student achievement and attainment and parent/student satisfaction con-
tinue. Most recently, these controversies have ushered in a political firestorm
of debate on one of its dramatically expanding entities: charter schools. The
authors review several major studies on charters, voucher programs, and
Catholic schools, identifying explanations for their present varied achieve-
ment and attainment effects (charters and vouchers) and potential for produc-
ing sustained performance effects (Catholic schools).The second part of the
chapter introduces several economic (market and competition) and sociologi-
cal (institutional) theories to provide an underlying rationale for why choice
should have positive effects on enhancing improvement across the whole
enterprise. Summarizing these results, the authors conclude that, with respect
to theories, small effects on achievement and attainment do not seem espe-
cially compelling for either economic or sociological theories. With respect
to innovation, results again appear mixed, especially when taking into account
reforms over time. The chapter next takes on the question of whether school
choice enhances access to high-quality schools of varying types, drawing
heavily on sociological research and theories and focusing on issues of paren-
tal school selection/preferences, segregation, information channels, social
networks, and school organization—all of which point to persuasive reasons
for the heterogeneity of school choice effects. Austin and Berends conclude
by suggesting that we should consider these inconsistent results the “first
wave” of how school choice affects students and schools, not as definitive
evidence for a fundamental policy change.

Whether or not a student attends a school of choice or the local compre-
hensive public school, how the student’s learning opportunities are organized,
and the processes by which they occur, is undoubtedly one of the major fac-
tors contributing to differences in educational performance and occupational
outcomes. Chapter 11, by Jamie M. Carroll and Chandra Muller, provides a
rich history of curricular differentiation—the systematic, formal, and infor-
mal school curricular process that determines which courses students take;
who takes them; when in the schooling trajectory they are taken; and what
instructional goals and strategies teachers use. One description of curricular
differentiation places it on an axis, with the vertical delineating what is taught
at different grade levels and the horizontal delineating the variation in instruc-
tion taught at the same grade level (Sgrensen 1970). It is the wide variation
between what should be taught and what is actually taught that has resulted
in a highly differentiated system in which more economically and socially
advantaged students receive advanced coursework and often higher-quality
instruction than students who are less-advantaged, including those with spe-
cial needs and English Language learners (ELLs). The ways curricular dif-
ferentiation occurs in the U.S. today (within and between schools), and how
researchers measure student learning outcomes across the entire system
(including the value of collecting and analyzing student course portfolios/
transcripts), are discussed in the next section. The advent of these improved
methods has produced a more transparent view of how curricular stratification
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occurs both within and across schools, especially for poor students, racial and
ethnic minorities, and special needs students. Some of the more menacing
problems with curricular differentiation, the authors explain, lie not just with
content exposure but the fact that differentiation has been a major predictor of
school attainment, postsecondary enrollment and completion, occupational
status, and health. In other words, what is taught and learned in school has
profound effects not only on the students but on the health and well-being of
our society.

Chapter 12 by Sean Kelly et al. looks specifically at instruction, and begins
with the following questions: Is there systematic variation in teaching quality
across different populations of students that leads to gaps in student perfor-
mance? If so, what efforts are needed to remediate this situation? The authors
emphasize that to improve teacher quality it is critical to examine how teacher
quality is identified and measured, what teaching practices are employed in
classrooms, and what school social and organizational supports impact teacher
effectiveness. This is not a trivial distinction: The literature (which the authors
review) tends to measure teacher quality by attributes such as education level
(e.g., baccalaureate versus master’s degree), college selectivity, experience,
test scores, and quality of degree-granting institution, and then relate these to
student performance. The most consistent findings indicate that poor and low-
performing students tend to have more inexperienced and less subject-matter
qualified teachers than advantaged students. However, the authors argue,
observed teacher characteristics seldom explain much of the variation in stu-
dent achievement; if we are serious about improving teaching quality, we must
examine what happens in different types of classrooms. The chapter turns to
the Measures of Effective Teaching (MET) project, one of the largest random-
ized studies of teacher effectiveness in the U.S. which showed that some
teachers are more effective than others in raising student achievement, and that
students who were assigned to highly effective teachers experienced higher
levels of achievement growth. Many of these highly effective teachers also
scored higher on observations of best practices. These effects are not without
critics, however, who raise concerns about the generalizability of teacher
effects to other outcomes, and the stability of effectiveness over time. Reporting
on several additional studies, the authors reinforce the idea that though high-
quality teaching may occur with different types of students and in different
subjects, this variability is more likely to be detectable with teachers ranked in
the mid-range than those at the top or the bottom. Nevertheless, this chapter
concludes with the assertion that to reduce educational inequality, it is impera-
tive to identify gaps in teaching quality within and between schools, and teach-
ers’ relationships to the diverse students they serve.

The nature of social relationships among individuals and social systems
has been, and continues to be, at the core of the sociology of education. In
Chap. 13, Kenneth Frank et al. review how social networks among school
personnel coordinate actions and allocate resources that influence opportuni-
ties for education. Social network theory and analysis has exploded within
the last several decades, and Frank is one of the foremost researchers in this
area; he has studied how the flow of information and other resources within
formal and informal social groups oftentimes reifies group perceptions and
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behaviors that directly generate positive or negative learning opportunities.
The role of these networks is dependent, in part, on the selectivity and per-
ceived influence of the groups’ position in the larger social system. This
chapter briefly describes the basic structures and processes of these social
networks based on existing studies, indicating how researchers using network
methodology—particularly graphics—can extend these representations into
formal models showing selection and influence effects on members’ interac-
tions. Formal selection and influence modeling specifications are presented,
along with examples. With respect to questions of inequality of opportunity,
Frank and coauthors underscore how some groups can either diffuse prob-
lems in a school or drive polarization; they then describe another scenario,
where like-minded or high-quality teachers form tight networks that others
cannot penetrate, furthering alienation and lack of access to valuable infor-
mation by those most in need. We learn, however, that networks in schools
can be shaped and redirected by formal leaders, such as administrators, espe-
cially when there is a need for local (and shared) knowledge on specific
reforms. Networks also form outside the school, and the authors provide sev-
eral examples of newer social networks organized across school districts that
are drawing on dynamic relations to improve student outcomes. Another
example of new social networks are those created through social media—
such as Pinterest, which serves as an online discourse community for teach-
ers. The potential for these social networks to change behaviors and/or to
interact positively with their schools is just emerging, as are the challenges
these social media networks pose for the schools (how well they meld with
school, district, or state aims; their transparency regarding who is in the net-
work; and confidentiality/privacy issues). This chapter argues that social net-
works (whether formed in-person or virtually) may be reorienting our
understanding of how individuals select and are influenced by different
groups; what impact that may ultimately have on access to information, and
our ability to assess its veracity and usefulness for education reform, remains
to be seen.

The concept of networks is also explored in Chap. 14, by Robert Crosnoe
et al., but here the focus is on peer networks: how they are formed in school
and their relationship to opportunities for learning. Paying tribute to sociolo-
gists who have been intellectual leaders in defining schools as social contexts,
the authors extend these earlier conceptions by highlighting how the informal
and formal social relationships in schools intersect with one another, influ-
encing actions and values that shape individual and group behaviors. Covering
school-wide peer cultures as well as smaller peer networks and cliques,
Crosnoe et al. show how these relationships can positively or negatively
affect engagement in school. The authors discuss three major books in the
sociology of education, and explain that they were selected to illustrate how
conceptualizations of schools as social contexts have developed over the last
seventy years, drawing on different theories and methodologies. These books
represent a progression of our understanding of peer groups: why and how
they form both inside and outside of school; their connections with families,
communities, and broad societal interventions (like social media); and meth-
odologies used to analyze their influence on identity development, actions,
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attitudes, and norms. The authors then distinguish between collectivities of
students and peer networks, which they label as “recurring and meaningful
patterns of relationships and interactions” that exist over time. These net-
works can be characterized by the members’ density of relationships; norms
and values; influence on behaviors and attitudes; and racial, ethnic, and social
class composition. Another set of distinctions are made between peer crowds:
large groups of students that link smaller cliques and friendships, and tend to
share a group identity and become more similar over time. These, in their
most negative configurations, can be a source of conformity, bullying, and/or
marginalization and exclusion. Peer crowds influence how student groups are
conceptualized publicly and are often entangled with ideas about school cli-
mates that, in some instances, are racialized and/or profiled as low or high
academic environments. Amidst efforts to identify how students relate to one
another, the distinctions among peer networks, groups, cliques, and friend-
ship are important, each operating in the social contexts of schools—support-
ing or deterring academic and health-related behaviors, belonging, and
norms. In conclusion, the authors caution those working on interventions to
alter certain student behaviors, they need to take into account the diversity of
peer configurations: their presence, membership, and influence.

One aspect of teenage life that has consistently been a topic of interest
among sociologists of education is the amount and type of work students
pursue outside of school. This was more significant when many teenagers
worked part-time in places where they could get full-time jobs after gradua-
tion. As desirable jobs increasingly began requiring more education, how-
ever, the lure of part-time work took on a different meaning, ranging from
portfolio-building for college, and obtaining extra funds to supplement pur-
chasing power for electronics and tickets to music events. Today, most teen-
agers are less likely to hold a part-time job during the school year than in
earlier decades. One of the main themes of Chap. 15, by Jeremy Staff et al.,
is why there may be a decrease in the average number of hours teenagers
work. The slide in numbers of 8th, 10th, and 12th grade students working
intensively over 20 hours a week has dropped from 43% in 1994 to only 23%
in 2014 (the decline in numbers of students working 1-20 hours among 8th
and 10th graders has also declined, but not as significantly). Research on
work hours remains curvilinear: Students with the least and the most eco-
nomic resources work the least number of hours, with most students falling in
the middle, working low or moderate hours. Most young people who work
today report that their jobs do not match their career goals, and only a third
believed their jobs are interesting and allow them to use their skills and abili-
ties. Who works is likely to be related to gender, race/ethnicity, and family
socioeconomic characteristics and, as expected, these factors are related to
the type of work teenagers engage in and its effect on school outcomes.
Recent work on teenage employment is relatively limited, which the authors
believe is especially problematic for understanding differences in educational
inequality. The following questions therefore arise: Is the type of work teen-
agers engage in (such as unpaid internships as a substitute for paid work) a
pathway for school success? What groups of young people have access to
these jobs? How does this access vary by race, ethnicity, and family income?
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Additionally, how does summer work differ by social class, and, again, what
are the effects of different types of this work on future school and employ-
ment? What groups today are involved in long hours of paid work, and what
impact does that have on their lives in school and their path to a high school
diploma? Paid work is certainly one of the mediating conditions that is likely
to affect later school outcomes. We are therefore at a phase of research where
it is imperative to learn what type of experiences young people are having
out-of-school that help them build networks of support for future opportuni-
ties, and what groups of young people are being excluded. The questions
raised in this chapter have become more salient than they might have been
20 years ago, before college competitiveness increased and the choice of col-
lege destination and college completion became major stratifiers in the labor
market.

Part IV. Educational Opportunities and the Transition
into Adulthood

Public perceptions of the high school-to-college transition often fail to
acknowledge differences in social class, and the process of this transition, for
whom it occurs, and where students enroll, often masks important differences
in educational opportunities for disadvantaged youth. Due in part to poor
preparation and a lack of guidance and counseling, many young people find
navigating the complex college pathway very challenging. What makes the
college transition so equitably problematic is that role high schools and post-
secondary institutions play in the process, and the subsequent consequences
it has for degree completion. Recognizing differences among students’ col-
lege choices, this section describes the major destinations of most high school
students as well as differences in applicants, programs, costs, and degree
completion among the diverse institutions accepting these graduates (includ-
ing both non- and for-profit). These chapters rely on multiple large-scale and
smaller in-depth studies as well as diverse methodologies to describe the
interlocking web of student and institutional responses to programmatic
offerings, social activities, and policies regarding racial discrimination and
sexual harassment.

Chapter 16, by Michal Kurlaender and Jacob Hibel, digs deep into the
constrained choices that affect young people’s postsecondary aspirations,
beginning with activities and perceptions of family and teachers from early
childhood through high school. Using longitudinal data from multiple
sources, they highlight how ambitions have increased over time yet failed to
result in higher college enrollment and completion for specific populations.
Describing several theories for these uneven college trajectories, including
theories from economics and social psychology, the chapter then turns to
structural sociological explanations for gaps in enrollment and completion.
Complementary to Chaps. 6 and 11, the authors focus on the problem of cur-
ricular exposure and participation, underscoring the impact of institutional
structural barriers on college enrollment and introducing a number of new
empirical studies and in-depth work from California. Reviewing social and
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cultural theories, they trace the unique informational barriers faced by nontra-
ditional (i.e., older) students and those from low-income backgrounds, espe-
cially with respect to securing financial aid. Drawing attention to several new
economic studies that address “under-matching” (i.e., students who attend
institutions that are less competitive than their college preparation qualifica-
tions indicate), the authors create an important bridge between sociologists’
understandings of structural constraints (particularly for low-income groups)
and economists’ interests in low-cost interventions that can be measured with
results from randomized control trials. The inclusion of these studies under-
scores the importance of building intersections between multiple disciplines
to address many of the pressing issues of educational inequality and their
potential remediation.

The majority of high school seniors will enroll in 4-year colleges in the fall
following their spring or summer graduation (McFarland et al. 2017). Richard
Arum et al. construct Chap. 17 around two major themes: (1) the historical
and institutional factors that have formed student life on college campuses;
and (2) the variation in college experiences for students of different gender,
socioeconomic, and racial/ethnic groups. Specific attention is also given to
issues of sexuality and sexual violence, which is particularly relevant given
the recent federal revisions of standards for sexual assault investigations
(New York Times 2017, also see Department of Education’s “Interim Guidance
on Campus Sexual Misconduct” 2017). The first section of the chapter traces
the history of higher education from the post-World War II period of rapid
expansion coupled with increasing gaps in wealth inequality; the authors then
explain how today’s institutions are responding to rising student consumer-
ism, and what that means for the accommodation of low-income and minority
students’ educational and financial needs. In the second section, the authors
delve deeply into the experiences of college students, including their time
studying, engagement with academics, and social participation in extra-
curricular activities, and how these vary both within and across institutions of
differing selectivity. Rather than pointing out inequality variations in college
enrollment by socioeconomic status, race/ethnicity, and gender, they focus on
how college cultures formally and informally limit opportunities for minori-
ties to feel a sense of belonging and receive services that support their persis-
tence to graduation. The authors conclude by emphasizing the importance of
attending to the range of student academic and social experiences in different
institutions, as opposed to limiting studies of inequality to questions of
access, if progress in persistence and degree completion is to be achieved.

Whereas Arum et al. concentrate on 4-year institutions, Lauren Schudde
and Eric Grodsky in Chap. 18 examine the history of community colleges and
their role in enhancing educational opportunities and social mobility for less
economically advantaged students. The chapter opens with a historical over-
view of the aims of 2-year colleges, their exponential growth, academic prep-
aration, and institutional differences between urban community colleges and
private for-profit institutions (some of which also offer 4-year degrees).
Compared to public 2-year colleges, students at private for-profit institutions
are disproportionately Black or Hispanic, female, and single parents, and
they encounter a more limited scope of degree programs and electives,
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accumulate more debt, and receive a lower cost return on employment pos-
sibilities. For an increasing number of students, beginning one’s postsecond-
ary education at community colleges with the expectation of transferring to a
4-year college or earning a postsecondary credential has become an inexpen-
sive alternative. Public 2-year colleges, compared to 4-year institutions,
enroll more minorities and more first-time college students, and proportion-
ately fewer students ultimately receive their degrees. Addressing the incon-
gruent issues of access and opportunity in community colleges, the authors
point out the “democratic” value of community colleges and their increased
access to students from diverse backgrounds, while highlighting their limited
educational opportunities—as evidenced by low degree completion rates,
relative costs for degree completion, and labor market opportunities. Schudde
and Grodsky, drawing on other scholars, discuss why community colleges
may have “diversionary” (i.e., a pathway that diverts students away from
receiving a baccalaureate degree) rather than democratic outcomes. They
then turn to new studies to assess the actual impact of diversionary effects,
contrasting these studies with others that have examined democratic effects,
to suggest that these distinctions vary considerably by subgroups. Complexity
appears to be an overriding theme of the pathway to degree, and this chapter
thoughtfully summarizes problems of high school preparation and their rela-
tionship to community college remediation, dual enrollment opportunities for
high school students seeking more-advanced college work, transfer policies
for students leaving 2-year institutions for 4-year ones, and the reversal pro-
cess of students at 4-year institutions who transfer to 2-year institutions to
receive a degree. This chapter provides an important, and timely, spotlight on
issues of educational inequality that are not easily resolved—especially when
trying to understand the mechanisms of social stratification at the institutional
level.

In Chap. 19, James E. Rosenbaum—whose name is synonymous with the
critique of the commonly used phrase ‘“college-for-all”—and colleagues
Caitlin Ahearn and Jennifer Lansing move beyond who attends what types of
colleges and which students fail to reach degree completion, to identify the
strategies disadvantaged youth undertake when confronting major institu-
tional obstacles. Recognizing the many challenges that students face in col-
lege, the authors raise the question: How do these students survive and
complete their degrees? Creating an alternative to traditional models that pre-
dict who attends college and the sequential challenges that lie along their path
to degree completion, the authors focus instead on students’ success, drawing
on evidence from an in-depth study of low-income, nontraditional students.
Three alternative strategies were observed among study participants (here
and in other work on nontraditional students), which could be traced to the
following: unconventional high school-to-college trajectories; the value and
flexibility offered by open-access institutions; and the ability to build a port-
folio of incremental degree attainment (beginning with a certificate or
associate degree, moving on to a higher degree, and allowing for periods of
“intermission”). One of the draws of open-access institutions for this popula-
tion, as the authors explain, is that many of the programs are designed for
specific occupations, which corresponded to respondent goals and financial
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needs. Further, experiencing success at school served as a motivator for con-
tinued education experiences, especially as students discovered new abilities
that were not disrupted by intermission and incremental degree attainment.
Turning to the institutions, the authors argue that the success of nontraditional
students is aided by colleges that provide procedural structures that help keep
students on track, offer support (including peer groups), and form career
direction with information and appreciative reflection of prior work-related
experiences. The authors remind us that there are multiple deviations from
the conventional model of degree attainment, and that studying these will
likely provide a clearer path to helping students achieve their educational
goals.

Richard A. Settersten, Jr. and Barbara Schneider, in Chap. 20, critique the
conventional high school-to-college degree path by focusing on the changing
characterization of who is a college student and how 4-year institutions are
dealing with chronologically older students. The intent of this chapter is to
broaden the sociology of education’s focus from K—12 to include students we
typically refer to as “midlife and beyond” (also see Pallas 2016 on this point).
As Rosenbaum et al. argue in the preceding chapter, the conventional degree
path from high school to college has changed, and the prototypical model of
a college student has been substantially transformed. Reviewing the miscon-
ceptions of the conventional tripartite model of frontloaded education, which
is followed by work and then retirement, the authors discuss the disconnec-
tion between today’s diverse life course paths and the constraints institutions
and policies face as they try to adapt to this change in clientele and meet their
educational needs. The authors provide several examples of how businesses
have attempted to remediate the pressing financial problems of some students
by offering repayment of student loans as part of hiring practices or working
collaboratively with colleges to develop specific job programs to accelerate
the transition to subsequent employment. The second part of the chapter dis-
cusses some of the normative developmental expectations of higher educa-
tion institutions that are inconsistent with the needs of young and older adults
alike, such as independence, autonomy, and residential living. The authors
conclude by identifying the goals—often referred to as noncognitive or soft
skills—that universities might adopt to assist both young and older students
in leading more successful lives.

Part V. Sociological Perspectives on Accountability
and Evaluation

The last section of the volume takes a bold step, highlighting new method-
ological work being conducted by sociologists of education and identifying
the policy topics sociologists must pay closer attention to if they are to under-
stand how to measure and lessen inequities in education. Two statistically ana-
Iytic chapters focus on measuring academic growth with young children and
another focuses on measuring school effects, followed by a review and discus-
sion of the authors’ work using incentivized randomized control trials in
higher education to improve education persistence and completion. This sec-
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tion concludes with a chapter detailing an innovative researcher—practitioner
model and how it negotiates the challenges of working collaboratively to solve
pressing education problems in schools. The overarching theme of these chap-
ters is a focus on the intensity of the education experiences young people
encounter in schools and in society. The authors do not simply review the
characteristics associated with inequality—instead, they explore how inequal-
ity is perpetuated through actions and values within specific environments
(even those viewed as being in the service of the public good), and propose
approaches for embarking on researchable solutions for reform.

Chapter 21, by Joel Mittleman and Jennifer L. Jennings, links the develop-
ment of recent federal education policies and their impact on three domains:
instruction, student outcomes, and refitted policies. The chapter begins by
charting the history of formal accountability in education—from A Nation at
Risk through No Child Left Behind and, most recently, the Every Student
Succeeds Act—and how these were implemented at the federal and state
level. The authors then link accountability policies using student test scores
with their impact on teachers, students, school systems, and public opinion.
For example, one instructional consequence of federal legislation is the larger
proportion of time spent on mathematics and reading at the expense of other
academic subjects, the arts, and physical education. The more schools face
sanctions for poor performance, the more likely “teaching to the test” will
occur, particularly in schools that serve lower-income and non-Asian minor-
ity students. Aided by technology and data systems, however, research indi-
cates that students tend to have better test gains on low-stakes tests than ones
directly tied to punitive sanctions. Testing accountability pressures have also
created gaps between students, with some receiving more instruction and
resources under the assumption that they will be the most likely to benefit
from these allocations; other inequitable effects of this testing, outcome, and
accountability push include a negative long-term impact on poorly perform-
ing students, who are sometimes funneled into special education classes
unnecessarily. The last part of the chapter takes up the question of the rela-
tionship between school quality indicators and public support for public edu-
cation, suggesting that negative ratings result in decreased support for school
tax referenda, principal and teacher school employment instability, and an
erosion of professional communities at the school and district levels. The
authors conclude by identifying other types of accountability systems that
show promise for public schooling. What is particularly novel about this
work is the intensive examination of the impacts of accountability systems
and their relationship not only to students, teachers, and administrators, but to
the public, who ultimately decides the extent of actual dollar support for edu-
cation. This chapter raises important questions about our commitment to
endorsing policies seemingly for advancing education as a public good, even
when this is not necessarily the case.

One of the newest sources of data comes from states that have allowed
researchers to access the rich longitudinal databases that states collect for the
federal government and their own purposes. These states’ administrative
databases provide unprecedented opportunities to analyze education data, not
only within state but between participating states, federal sources, and smaller
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scale studies. In Chap. 22, Douglas Lee Lauen et al. describe their study of a
state’s administrative longitudinal database of third graders (and, if promoted,
their school performance in fourth and fifth grade). With a final sample of
over two hundred thousand student observations, Lauen et al. examine the
relationship between school poverty and achievement to determine the effects
of the social context of schools on student test scores, over and above indi-
vidual student characteristics. The chapter begins with several caveats that
form the crux of sociological studies focused on untangling the effects of
poverty at the individual and school level on changes in student achievement.
The authors suggest researchers to use longitudinal data for when estimating
causal inferences in order to disentangle time variant from time-invariant
conditions on performance. The second is the measurement of poverty itself,
and the authors emphasize the importance of acknowledging its limitations
when employing different types of models. The main body of the chapter
statistically demonstrates the problems that arise when using cross-national
data sets and two- and three-level longitudinal models to measure contextual
factors (mainly the poverty gap) between and within schools on changes in
student test scores. The underlying purpose here is to show multiple ways to
measure the pathway through which school poverty affects outcomes, in
addition to highlighting the strengths and weaknesses of each of the models
used in many of today’s empirical studies. The primary takeaway from the
authors’ argument and analysis is that three-level models are the most robust
when pursuing this question with these data. One of the most important con-
tributions of this chapter is its assertion that it is easier to ascertain school
correlates of change in test scores than student correlates of change in test
scores. While the authors were unable to detect a relationship between school
poverty and achievement with their models, they did find greater variation in
test score growth across schools than across students. Their results suggest
that we need to rethink what it is about today’s schools that are creating this
variation.

Chapter 23, by Stephen L. Morgan and Daniel T. Shackelford, makes the
case that the relationship between effective teaching and school effects should
be taken up more seriously by sociologists of education as a topic of study.
This chapter (as with the preceding one) is somewhat unusual in the tradition
of Handbooks, which tend to be substantive; what is refreshing about these
chapters is how they situate the purpose of their work on issues of inequality
in education, explain why social context plays a fundamental role in shaping
and measuring student and teacher performance, and illustrate this concep-
tion with various statistical models. Most contemporary research on teacher
effectiveness has been dominated by economists and policy analysts, many of
whom pay little attention to the social context in which teachers work (i.e.,
their motivations, and pressures and strains from parents and administrators).
To advance the work of sociologists, Morgan and Shackelford begin by sum-
marizing some of the older sociological studies of education, including work
by Willard Waller (1932) and Coleman et al. (1966), that emphasize the train-
ing and professional lives of teachers, their commitment and dedication, and
the challenges they were likely to confront with their students. Pushing
through the research on teacher effectiveness to today’s educational landscape,
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the goal of this review is to spotlight that which researchers tend to minimize
or ignore: ““...the characterizations of teachers as professionals embedded in
communities, struggling to navigate institutional rules and social relations
while working with heterogeneous populations of students” (p. 516). The
sociological research is then followed by a capstone of economic work, which
examines the distribution of teachers across and within schools—referred to
as “teacher sorting”—to suggest that this literature, and that of earlier soci-
ologists, points to more heterogeneity within the teaching force than assumed,
and that the social context of schools may be more homogeneous than previ-
ously thought. To test this assumption, the authors employ the latest national
longitudinal survey of high school students (the High School Longitudinal
Study of 2009, or HSLS:09) and the Common Core of Data, showing first
that the relationships between resource expenditures and problems attributed
to them are smaller than some might expect, and that when looking between
schools the differences in teacher effects appear smaller, but trend in the same
direction when using large state administrative data. Schools with the highest
performing students appear to benefit from having the strongest teachers. The
chapter concludes with a call for an increase in measures of student, teacher,
and school activities that can capture more discrete information on the peda-
gogy and expertise of teachers, as well as the learning climates in which they
work. Arguing that these smaller grain size measures are likely to result in a
clearer understanding of teacher effects on student performance, the authors
assert that these ideas are deeply rooted in the theoretical and empirical prov-
enance of sociology of education.

Complementing an earlier section of this volume, where there are a num-
ber of reviews of studies on community colleges, Chap. 24—by David
Monaghan et al.—presents some of the most rigorous work on this topic that
employs interventions and measures their effectiveness with experimental
randomized control trial designs (RCTs). While the Handbook does not spe-
cifically address the statistical considerations one must take into account
when estimating causal effects, given the increasing import of interventions
(both quasi- and RCT-experiments) and their potential for scale-up, we
wanted to include a chapter by one of the strongest evidential sociological
voices on the community college experience: that of Sara Goldrick-Rab, who
has studied the effects of interventions designed to affect community college
access, persistence, and completion. The chapter begins by highlighting the
levers in the community college landscape that would benefit from interven-
tion work, such as course counseling, financial resource constraints, and
quality of instructors. Describing these interventions, the authors begin with
those that are school-focused, such as providing assistance with counseling
services (improving student—counselor ratios and assignment to counselors),
course redesign, and structuring support services. They then move to system-
level interventions and the financial structures that provide them with operat-
ing resources (including state allocations). Although not a meta-analysis, the
authors review and critique the work of studies that used random assignment,
where subjects were entering or enrolled at a community college, and whose
purpose was to improve retention, credit accumulation, grades, and degree
completion. Using these criteria, they identify: interventions that augmented
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the resources and behaviors of the students; studies with eligibility and sup-
port for financial aid; financial aid information interventions; material
resources, such as free computers; college skill classes (some of which are
commonly assumed to be remedial but are often lower-stakes, with pass/fail
options); social and psychological interventions that motivate students to
believe they can succeed; and incentivizing academic credit accumulation. At
the school level were interventions that enhance student services (such as
counseling, mentoring, summer bridge programs, and testing and remedia-
tion), and learning communities similar to cohort approaches (where students
are assigned to an academic advisor and group). One of the largest and argu-
ably most successful system-level interventions, the City University of
New York’s Center for Economic Opportunity, is the last of the interventions
discussed. What is truly critical, in terms of this chapter’s importance, are
why we need interventions, what we are learning, and where gaps in our
knowledge remain.

The final chapter of the volume, by Paula Arce-Trigatti et al., focuses on
one of the newest forms of infrastructure, research—practice partnerships
(RPPs), which have multiple purposes but share one goal: improving the
effectiveness of school systems through collaborative research, dissemina-
tion, and professional learning community development. As the authors state,
these relatively new RPPs exemplify several tenets of organizational sociol-
ogy literature, and open a door to the execution of potentially more authentic
research that is designed not for practice but for direct involvement with the
practice community. The authors begin by examining the growth of RPPs,
identifying some of the most successful partnerships, such as the UChicago
Consortium on School Research, founded in 1990 and largely perceived as
ushering in this new model of collaboration. Acceptance of the RPP was slow
going initially because, the authors claim, the traditional bureaucratic organi-
zational structures of universities and schools—with their privilege of status,
isolationism, financial pressures, and normative and reward cultures—hin-
dered their development. While this model did not have much traction, with
the passage of No Child Left Behind and the efforts of the National Research
Council, the idea resurfaced as a constructive mechanism for helping schools
adopt research findings to avoid sanctions and other penalties for poor perfor-
mance. Soon, research partnerships sprang up all over the country, now
funded by government and philanthropic endeavors. Varying in organiza-
tional models and goals, the authors categorize these entities as research alli-
ances, design-based partnerships (typically narrower in scope than the
research alliances), or networked improvement communities that tend to
focus on a single problem. The reasons these types of RPPs have pursued
such distinct pathways form the second part of the chapter, underscoring dif-
ferences in social, political, and institutional conditions that account for their
heterogeneity. Bringing us full circle to the beginning of this volume, the
authors raise three institutional theories of sociology—imitative, normative,
and coercive—to explain the social construction of these variations. Still a
relatively new collaborative form of work between research and practice, the
authors conclude by hypothesizing about the sustainability of current models
and what types of newer organizations may yet arise. In sociology of
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education, when we think about institutions, RPPs have not yet taken their
place next to intermediary school district organizations and federal- and
state-supported research education laboratories. Yet these organizations—
how they function and their impact—need further study, alongside virtual
networks and other configurations of socially purposeful organizations that,
with the instigation of technological change, are likely to materialize in the
near future.

Concluding Caveats

Two important topics are missing from this volume. The first is an in-depth
examination of affirmative action policies and court cases that address debates
regarding race/class considerations for postsecondary admission and the evi-
dence for why such indicators should or should not be used. We refer readers
to Sigal Alon’s (2015) book, Race, Class and Affirmative Action. This is an
issue that is unlikely to be resolved, even in light of the most recent Supreme
Court decision (Fisher v. University of Texas at Austin, 2016). Second, this
volume is nation-centric and does not cover how sociologists are studying
global issues in education. This was a decision based on major projects
underway that are designed to address the international scope of many of the
themes presented here. There is a rich tradition of international sociological
work in education, with such major figures as David Baker (2014), John
Meyer (Krucken and Drori 2009), Francisco Ramirez (2016), and rising stars
like Anna K. Chmielewski (2017). Their work and that of their colleagues is
part of another Handbook series, soon to be released. Nonetheless, issues in
the U.S. educational system are decidedly problematic and profoundly nega-
tive in their impact on the academic performance, social and emotional devel-
opment, and social mobility of low-income and minority students living in
the wealthiest country in the world. The reasons for these problems provided
the motivation for this volume; its most important contribution is the strength
of evidence each chapter provides for what we need to learn and change.

East Lansing, MI, USA Barbara Schneider
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Abstract

School-related cultural capital refers to the
skills, habits, identities, worldviews, prefer-
ences or values that students enact in schools
and that affect their school success. This chap-
ter describes how Pierre Bourdieu’s theory of
cultural capital explains social reproduction—
the fact that, as adults, children tend to repli-
cate the social class status of their parents.
This is largely because academic performance
and school success are strongly and positively
correlated with parental social class. I exam-
ine social class differences in parenting and
how these affect the habitus, or underlying
skills and dispositions toward schooling of
children from different social classes. These
differential skills and dispositions in turn give
rise to differential academic skills, work hab-
its, and related school behaviors which are
judged by teachers when they assign course
grades on the report cards of students. As stu-
dents move up through the levels of schooling,
social class differences in course grades lead
to social class differences in curriculum selec-
tion and high school graduation. Then, high
school grades, teacher’s recommendations,
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and standardized test scores affect postsec-
ondary enrollment and degree attainment.
These in turn lead to differences in occupa-
tional employment and earnings favoring chil-
dren from higher social class backgrounds.

Bourdieu writes extensively about effects of social
class background, arguing that early socialization,
combined with later experiences, lead to personal
characteristics that lessen the odds of upward or
downward class mobility...By personal character-
istics I refer to things individuals carry across situ-
ations, such as skills, habits, identities, worldviews,
preferences or values. (England 2016, p. 6)

1.1 Introduction

Social reproduction—the fact that, as adults,
children tend to replicate the social class status
of their parents—is one of the central empirical
findings in the sociology of inequality. A pri-
mary determinant of this outcome is that, begin-
ning in kindergarten, children’s academic
performance is strongly and positively related to
the social class background of their parents. One
result of this is the existence of a strong positive
relationship between parental socioeconomic
status (SES) and the years of school completed
by their children. Since, in modern industrialized
societies, educational attainment determines
occupational attainment, which in turn is
strongly related to earnings, the sequence of
events leading to social reproduction is relatively
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clear. But what causal mechanisms underlie and
determine these events? In particular, what
determines the strong relationship between
parental social class background and the aca-
demic performance of their children, beginning
as early as kindergarten?

Two proximal social institutions are likely to
play important roles—the family and the school.
We know that children from lower social class
backgrounds tend to have less salutary family
situations (more single parents, fewer resources,
less preparation for school, greater interpersonal
conflict, lesser parental involvement with the
child’s schooling), as well as attend lower-quality
schools (less experienced teachers, lower per-
forming peers, greater disorder). But what is the
relative influence of these two institutions—fam-
ily and school—in social reproduction? Since the
Coleman Report (1966) we have known that vari-
ation in children’s academic performance is most
strongly associated with variation in the charac-
teristics of their families, rather than in the
schools they attend. Only approximately 20% of
the variance in test scores occurs between
schools; fully 80% is within schools (Rumberger
and Palardy 2004), a finding that has been repli-
cated countless times.

How does the family do it? How is it that at
kindergarten entry, only 5 years after birth, chil-
dren from families in the bottom quintile of the
SES distribution score 1.3 standard deviations
lower in early math knowledge than those from
families in the top quintile of the SES distribu-
tion, a social class achievement gap that persists
relatively unchanged to Sth grade, and continues
to be observed in 8th and 12th grade (Duncan and
Magnuson 2011; Farkas 2011)? To examine this
seriously, one must consider theories and find-
ings from the nature/nurture debate. Certainly the
evidence suggests that there is a significant posi-
tive heritability for cognitive skills (Duncan et al.
2005), which may explain about half or more of
the variance in these skills, and cognitive skill
differences no doubt play a role in the higher aca-
demic performance of children from higher-SES
families. However, although genetic effects may
limit the residual role of family and school influ-
ences, they are not our concern here. Instead, we

are concerned with social class differences in
parenting and parenting resources, and the role
these differences play in the differential academic
performance and school success of students from
different SES backgrounds.

The theory of cultural capital, developed by
French sociologist Pierre Bourdieu and employed
by researchers throughout the world (although
with the greatest energy and impact by American'
sociologists), is the leading explanation of how
middle-class parents provide schooling advan-
tages to their children, advantages that are not
provided by working-class parents. But explicat-
ing and correctly operationalizing this theory is
not a simple matter, since Bourdieu was not clear
or explicit about how this should be done, leading
to significant controversy and much variation in
the studies that have been undertaken. As a result,
the research literature in this area is a tangled
web, with many competing claims, critiques, and
confusion. However, in this chapter I present a
clear pathway through this literature, leading to a
consensus view that is both faithful to Bourdieu’s
intentions and offers the greatest opportunity to
explain (be a mediator for) the strong relationship
between parental social class background and
both school success and educational attainment.
As shown below, Bourdieu explicitly states that
he invented the cultural capital concept in order
to explain social class reproduction. With an
appropriate understanding of how the concept
should be operationalized and measured, I will be
able to review those empirical studies that esti-
mate the theory’s success in explaining how fam-
ilies and schools combine to reproduce the social
class structure.

This chapter is organized as follows. Section
1.2 briefly situates cultural capital theory along-
side human and social capital theories, which it
was designed to either complement or replace.
Then I trace a series of descriptions by different

'Over time, sociologists in many additional countries,
notably England, the Netherlands, and France, have con-
tributed to the literature on cultural capital. However, the
U.S. has dominated, not only in the quantity of publica-
tions, but also because the most influential researchers,
including Paul DiMaggio, Annette Lareau, Ann Swidler,
and Loic Wacquant, are based at American universities.
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authors who focused on differences in class cul-
tures and how these differences explain the dif-
ferential educational success of students from the
working and middle classes. In this section I
show that a variety of sociologists have come up
with similar notions of the cultural capital that
students from different social classes are pro-
vided with by their families, and that lead to their
differential school success. Bourdieu referred to
these as long lasting dispositions of the mind and
body, which these scholars have taken, and in
some cases expanded to include the skills, habits,
and styles that children in different social classes
are socialized into and learn from their families
and peer groups. Other names for these disposi-
tions and skills include informal know-how, cul-
tured  capacities,  practices,  repertoires,
orientations, tools, and procedural knowledge.
Bourdieu’s theory posits that socialization in the
family leads a child to possess an underlying hab-
itus, which differs across social classes. When
these habitus, or dispositions and skills,> are
called upon for school-related decision-making,

’Like many of Bourdieu’s concepts, the precise meaning
of habitus has been much debated. Bourdieu often referred
to it as an individual’s “dispositions,” so that many
researchers concluded that it encompasses tastes, prefer-
ences, attitudes, and related characteristics, but does not
include skills. However, Loic Wacquant, a student and co-
author of Bourdieu, has forcefully argued that it does
include skills, since it is often created in apprentice-like
situations in which an individual is learning, through iter-
ative engagement with others, practical knowledge that
can be deployed within a particular “field” or setting of
action. Thus, in a debate on the meaning of habitus,
Wacquant cites Bourdieu to argue that “settings that incul-
cate, cultivate, and reward distinct but transposable sets of
categories, skills, and desires among their participants can
be fruitfully analyzed as sites of production and operation
of habitus” (Wacquant 2014, p. 120, emphasis added). It is
this understanding of habitus, including both skills and
dispositions, which I employ in this chapter. This logic, in
which an individual’s position within a field of action
leads to her habitus, which in turn leads to the cultural
capital she enacts within this field of action, is central to
cultural capital theory, and will be discussed at greater
length later in the chapter. Economists may say, “skills are
just human capital.” But their discussions of the determi-
nants and consequences of skill development do not typi-
cally include the complex social psychological issues
examined by Wacquant and others working in the cultural
capital tradition.

they cause students from different social classes
to enact the possession of differential cultural
capital (behaviors and performance) with regard
to their schoolwork, both inside and outside the
classroom. These are in turn judged by the
teacher, who is likely to give more positive feed-
back to behaviors typical of middle-class rather
than working-class youth.

With this relatively unambiguous understand-
ing of the cultural capital concept, Sect. 1.3 sum-
marizes three prominent critiques of the empirical
work on cultural capital. I find that much of the
problem with prior research and these critiques is
that they employed an overly narrow notion of
cultural capital, one restricted to elite, “high-
brow” beaux-arts activities (e.g., classical music,
fine arts). Not surprisingly, these are typically
found to be incapable of explaining the relative
schooling success and attainment of children
from working- and middle-class families. By
contrast, the broader category of more general
skills, habits, and styles, where teachers report
their judgment of these on the report cards sent
home to parents, are more likely than elite cul-
tural activities to be able to explain a significant
portion of the greater school success of middle-
class than working-class children.

Section 1.4 brings together the discussion in
the previous two sections to present a theory of
cultural capital that is consistent with the themes
and approaches that have guided this theory since
its inception; is integrative of a wide range of
studies by sociologists, psychologists, and econ-
omists; and, while being consistent with the work
of qualitative researchers, can also be operation-
alized and tested with quantitative data. Central
to this theory are the actions of teacher-
gatekeepers in judging student skills and behav-
iors. These judgments are transmitted to parents
on report cards, so that by examining the skills
and behaviors listed there, we can infer the cul-
tural capital items determining school success.
These tend to be the same items focused on by
earlier schooling researchers, the sociologists
Jencks et al. (1979) and the economists Bowles
and Gintis (1976), as well as by more recent cul-
tural capital researchers such as Farkas et al.
(1990): namely reading, math, and other subject
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proficiencies, as well as behaviors including fol-
lowing rules, working independently, showing
effort, and not disturbing other students—behav-
iors that can be summarized by the word “consci-
entiousness.” Schematically, this leads to the
following causal chain to explain social class
reproduction: Differences in family social class
status lead to differences in parenting, which lead
to differences in school-related habitus, which
lead to differences in the cultural capital skills
and behaviors manifested by students which are
then judged and graded by teacher-gatekeepers.
The over-time trajectory of these grades power-
fully affects the student’s educational attainment,
which in turn determines occupational employ-
ment and earnings.

Section 1.5 reviews the empirical studies that
have tested portions of this model. I begin with
the evidence for the positive relationship between
parental social class and student school-related
cultural capital represented by academic skills
and work habits at kindergarten entry. Studies
repeatedly show very large social class gaps in
these skills and work habits at this time point.
Comparing students from the highest and lowest
SES quintiles, the cognitive gap is about 1.3 stan-
dard deviations (SD), and the academic work
habits gap is about 0.6 SD. These school readi-
ness gaps appear to be the central mechanism
underlying the correlation between parental

social class and student educational success.
Section 1.5.2 examines the evidence on the extent
to which cognitive skills and academic work hab-
its determine course grades. Perhaps the most
convincing correlational evidence comes from a
study (Farkas 1996) estimating a model in which
basic cognitive skills and academic work habits
determine students’ performance in learning the
course material, after which all three of these
variables affect the course grade. As we shall see,
Fig. 1.1 shows the estimated model in schematic
form, while Fig. 1.2 shows the results of this
model when applied to predicting 7th and 8th
grade social studies grades in one large, diverse
school district. The strongest determinants of
grades are the student’s academic work habits,
followed in importance by the student’s basic
cognitive skills. Each of these predicts the stu-
dent’s mastery of the course material, which in
turn predicts the teacher-assigned grade they
receive in the course, but additionally, each has
an independent direct effect on the student’s
grade. These independent associations are rela-
tively large, particularly that of work habits on
the course grade. It is this large standardized
coefficient (0.53 SD for the direct effect of work
habits on the course grade) that suggests the
importance of student cultural capital in influenc-
ing the decision-making of teacher-gatekeepers
within the educational stratification system.

Fig. 1.1 Cultural Student
capital conceptual model SES Parenting . Student | _ Student. —» Course
Habitus Skills, Habits Grades
Fig. 1.2 Effect sizes in
a simplified model of Basic Skills
course grade 24
determination, 7th and )
8th grade social studies 38
classes. (Source: Farkas
1996) Coursework 27 Course
Mastery Grades
.32
.53

Academic Work
Habits
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Section 1.5.3 examines empirical studies of
the role of parenting as a mediator of the relation-
ship between family social class background and
the course grades received by students. Results
show that family SES is positively associated
with parenting quality, and that parenting quality
partially mediates the relationship between fam-
ily SES and students’ school-related work habits
and cognitive skills. Overall, parenting mediates
a portion of the relationship between family SES
and both students’ cultural capital and course
grades.

The family is not the only aspect of social
organization shaping the habitus and cultural
capital of children. Preschool attendance, the
child’s peer group, and the child’s biological
endowment and health also play significant roles.
However, because of space limitations, Sects.
1.5.4, 1.5.5 and 1.5.6 provide only brief introduc-
tions to the extensive and growing research litera-
ture on these topics.

Section 1.6 examines overlap and similarities
between the student behaviors we have included
under cultural capital and a new synthesis of psy-
chology and economics that has been promoted
by James Heckman and colleagues (Borghans
et al. 2008). We see that a focus on these student
behaviors not only continues the research tradi-
tion begun by Bowles and Gintis (1976) and
Jencks et al. (1979), but also provides a unifying
umbrella over research occurring in disparate
social science disciplines.

Section 1.7 concludes the chapter with a dis-
cussion of policy implications. The central
importance of cultural capital to stratification
outcomes is shown by the fact that the Knowledge
is Power Program (KIPP), the charter school net-
work showing the best documented success in
raising the school performance of low-income
children, is largely based on a “contract” with
students and their parents to act in ways that
maximize the positive cultural capital behaviors
discussed here. Focus on these behaviors is
likely to play a central role in future efforts to
improve educational outcomes for disadvan-
taged children.

1.2 Human, Social, and Cultural

Capital

Note: Because there has been extensive criticism
of the notions of social and cultural capital as
being vaguely defined and widely misunderstood,
and because there is continuing controversy over
variable definitions and operationalization, |
make unusually extensive use of direct quotations
to reduce ambiguity in this section.

1.2.1 Human Capital
Three theoretical perspectives have been
advanced to describe and explain social repro-
duction. Economists Mincer (1958, 1974),
Becker (1964), and Schultz (1960, 1981) intro-
duced the first of these—human capital (produc-
tive human skills and abilities)—in order to better
understand how human labor and physical capital
are combined in the economic production pro-
cess. Their ideas extended economists’ long-
standing focus on physical capital (land, factories,
machines), which combines with the efforts of
workers to produce market goods and services.
Human capital was conceived as the skills,
knowledge, experience, and other characteristics
that workers come to possess which allow them
to be productive and add economic value. The
analogy with physical capital was purposeful
since both share the following characteristics—
they are created through investment, they are
relatively durable and long-lasting, and their cre-
ation involves forgoing other investments which
might have been made instead (opportunity cost).
This economic viewpoint sees individuals,
families and other groups making decisions
regarding human capital investment after consid-
ering the benefits and costs of alternative lines of
action, thereby seeking to achieve optimization
of outcomes under resource and other constraints.
Defined broadly to include every possible mode
of learning and education, as well as mental and
physical health, abilities, and habits, the human
capital concept has encouraged the application of
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economic analysis to essentially every area of
human behavior. It has also come to be one of the
most widely used concepts in all of social sci-
ence, as well as throughout government and the
economy.’

Human capital theory explains social repro-
duction as a natural consequence of the fact that
higher social class parents decide, and, with their
greater resources, are enabled, to make greater
investments in the human capital (cognitive and
behavioral skills) of their children, leading to the
higher academic performance of these children.
Of course, this “rational” explanation of social
reproduction is far from the causal explanation
accepted by most sociologists. Nor were sociolo-
gists happy with the encroachment of economic
reasoning into so many other areas of sociologi-
cal study. Thus, it is not surprising that sociolo-
gists sought to develop analogous concepts that
could be deployed alongside or in place of the
human capital concept to explain social repro-
duction as well as to enable the continued impor-
tance of sociological analysis to areas such as the
family, organizations, occupations, earnings, law,
crime, sex, religion, immigration, and many other
topics. Two prominent sociologists of educa-
tion—James Coleman and Pierre Bourdieu—
independently rose to the challenge by creating,
respectively, the concepts of social and cultural
capital.

1.2.2 Social Capital

Coleman contrasted human and social capital as
follows.

If physical capital is wholly tangible, being embod-
ied in observable material form, and human capital
is less tangible, being embodied in the skills and
knowledge acquired by an individual, social capi-
tal is less tangible yet, for it exists in the relations
between persons. Just as physical capital and
human capital facilitate productive activity, social
capital does as well. For example, trust is a form of
social capital. A group within which there is exten-
sive trustworthiness and extensive trust is able to

3Human Capital was even the title of a movie released in
2013.

accomplish much more than a comparable group
without that trustworthiness and trust. (Coleman
and Hoffer 1987, p. 221)

Coleman goes on to define the social capital
of the family as the “relations between children
and parents (and when families include other
members, relationships with them as well),” but
notes that this will benefit the children only if
parents employ it for this purpose. Coleman
extends the social capital concept beyond the
family to religious and other private schools
where the parents have strong social relation-
ships among themselves and with the institution
(Coleman and Hoffer 1987). An important con-
cept here is intergenerational closure, defined as
the extent to which meaningful social relation-
ships exist between children and their friends’
parents and among parents whose children are
friends.

1.2.3 Cultural Capital

French sociologist Pierre Bourdieu also posited
that social capital consists of resources available
to an individual as a result of their social ties and/
or group memberships. But Bourdieu offered a
third form of capital that he believed to be par-
ticularly = valuable for explaining social
reproduction.

The notion of cultural capital initially presented

itself to me...as a theoretical hypothesis which

made it possible to explain the unequal scholastic

achievement of children originating from the dif-
ferent social classes. (Bourdieu 1986, p. 243)

As was the case with social capital, Bourdieu
introduced the concept of cultural capital to refer
to sociological mechanisms existing alongside
human capital theory as explanations of human
skill and behavioral development. Indeed, he
insisted that family cultural capital is essential to
the development of children’s human capital
(Bourdieu 1986, p. 244). However, by contrast
with Coleman, who believed in the economists’
view of free markets modified by social structure,
Bourdieu was influenced by the Marxian view of
class conflict, with the upper-class always in an
advantaged position.
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But what is cultural capital? Bourdieu (1986,
p. 243) suggested that cultural capital exists in
three forms: “in the embodied state, i.e., in the
form of long-lasting dispositions of the mind and
body; in the objectified state, in the form of cul-
tural goods...and in the institutionalized state.”
While an individual’s ownership of status-confer-
ring cultural goods such as expensive automo-
biles as well as particular styles of speech, dress,
and home décor will be easily understood by oth-
ers operating within the same cultural milieu
(whether that be the subculture of corporate exec-
utives, university faculty, hip hop music perform-
ers, or other subgroups), and “institutionalized”
employment-related credentials and certificates
confer obvious advantages, attempts to utilize the
cultural capital concept in empirical work have
struggled to specify exactly which “long-lasting
dispositions of the mind and body” Bourdieu was
referring to. However, one particular formulation
has been most successful. This is cultural sociol-
ogist Anne Swidler’s (1986) discussion of a
“toolkit of skills” employed in the furtherance of
individual strategies of action.
Culture...is more like a style or a set of skills
and habits than a set of preferences or wants. If
one asked a slum youth why he did not take
steps to pursue a middle-class path to success...
the answer might well be not ‘I don’t want that
life,” but instead, ‘Who, me?’ One can hardly
pursue success in a world where the accepted
skills, styles and informal know-how are unfa-
miliar. One does better to look for a line of

action for which one already has the cultural
equipment. (Swidler 1986)

Or, as Swidler stated more recently:

“skills” (or, more subtly, skills, habits, practices,
and other “cultured capacities,” such as intuitive
capacities for perception and judgment, that
have to be learned and that people can’t perform
with confidence unless they get reasonably good
at them) provide the major link between culture
and action. Whether, like Bourdieu, one sees
those skills as a more or less unitary “habitus,”
or whether one sees them as part of a repertoire,
the causal claim is that people are more likely to
act in ways that utilize their skills than in ways
that enhance their values. (Swidler 2008, pp.
615-616)

Bourdieu uses “habitus” to refer to the
underlying dispositions possessed (he says
“embodied”) in an individual, which in turn lead
to the cultural capital (skills, habits, and styles)
visibly enacted by this individual. This habitus is
created, exists, and may evolve within a “field” or
“social arena within which struggles or manoeu-
vres take place over specific resources or stakes
and access to them” (Jenkins 1992, p. 84). The
individual’s structural position within the field
helps determine her habitus, which in turn helps
determine the cultural capital she can deploy
within this field. Thus, for example, the social
class status of a student’s family helps determine
her school-related habitus, which in turn helps
determine the cultural capital she can deploy
within the field defined by her classroom, teacher,
other students, school, and the larger structures of
formal education.

A field, therefore, is a structured system of social
positions—occupied either by individuals or insti-
tutions—the nature of which defines the situation
for their occupants...a field is structured internally
in terms of power relations. Positions stand in rela-
tionships of domination, subordination or equiva-
lence. (Jenkins 1992, p. 85)

We cannot, in general, directly observe the hab-
itus. Rather, we observe the student’s enacted cul-
tural capital, the actions resulting from the
individual’s habitus and in particular the character-
istics of these actions. As judged by the teacher, do
the student’s actions demonstrate high (or perhaps
low) cognitive skill in speech, writing, and on
tests? Do these actions disrupt the daily work of
the classroom? Does the student display work-
related discipline and a positive attitude toward
schoolwork? As explained by Jenkins (p. 78):

The habitus disposes actors to do certain things, it

provides a basis for the generation of practices.

Practices are produced in and by the encounter

between the habitus and its dispositions, on the one

hand, and the constraints, demands, and opportuni-
ties of the social field or market to which the habi-

tus is appropriate or within which the actor is

moving, on the other. This is achieved by a less

than conscious process of adjustment of the habi-

tus and practices of individuals to the objective and
external constraints of the social world.
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Jenkins (p. 72) summarizes Bourdieu’s theory
of action as follows:

He [Bourdieu] describes the interplay of culturally
“given” dispositions, interests and ways of pro-
ceeding, on the one hand, and, on the other, indi-
vidual skills and social competences, the
constraints of resource limitations, the unintended
consequences which intrude into any ongoing
chain of transactions, personal idiosyncrasies and
failings, and the weight of the history of relation-
ships between the individuals concerned and the
groups in which they claim membership.

In postulating this model of strategy and strat-
egizing, Bourdieu hopes to move away from two
separate, if intimately related dualisms. In the first
place he is attempting adequately to communicate
the mixture of freedom and constraint which char-
acterizes social interaction. In the second, he pres-
ents practice as the product of processes which are
neither wholly conscious nor wholly unconscious,
rooted in an ongoing process of learning which
begins in childhood, and through which actors
know—without knowing—the right thing to do.
Taking these two points together, Bourdieu
describes the practical accomplishment of success-
ful interaction as ‘second nature.’

This is a theory of iterative individual action
with feedback, where the individual pursues
strategies within a social structural field of oppor-
tunities and constraints, based on the resources
she possesses. Wacquant (2004, 2011, 2014) con-
ducted participant observation within a boxing
gym and based his analysis on how the habitus of
a boxer is developed through apprenticeship in
this activity. He explains his study as seeking to
answer the following questions:

What is it that thrills boxers? Why do they commit

themselves to this harshest and most destructive of

all trades? How do they acquire the desire and the

skills necessary to last in it? What is the role of the

gym, the street, the surrounding violence and racial
contempt, of self-interest and pleasure, and of the
collective belief in personal transcendence in all
this? How does one create a social competency that

is an embodied competency, transmitted through a

silent pedagogy of organisms in action? In short,

how is the pugilistic habitus fabricated and
deployed? (Wacquant 2011, p. 85)

These same questions could be asked about
the process of becoming an “A” student, a cheer-
leader, a gang member, a homeless person, a

steelworker, a mental patient,* a union organizer,
or a stay-at-home mother. Within a field of social
play, skills (or their absence) and dispositions (or
their absence) affect the individual’s actions,
which, in interaction with other individuals
within this social field, lead to the individual’s
upward, downward, or static trajectory of posi-
tions as well as the evolution of her habitus. A
generalized notion of apprenticeship often
applies to these occurrences, and their trajectory
bears a resemblance to the economist’s notion of
“learning by doing.”

This theory of individual action seems to natu-
rally include elements of rational choice strate-
gizing, but always within the constraints imposed
by the social structural location the individual is
born into and/or occupies as a result of her per-
sonal history. The theory thus permits an exten-
sion of human capital reasoning, where rationality
is not denied, but is realistically complicated with
cultural, social, and psychological capacities and
processes. This formulation of subgroup culture
focused on the concepts of “repertoires of behav-
ior” and “habitual behavior” instead of differen-
tial values appears to have been first suggested by
Ulf Hannerz (1969), based on his fieldwork in an
African-American area of Washington, D.C.

When people draw on their repertoires to establish
idioms for interaction with more or less specified
others, they enter to some extent into the control of
these others as they orient their behavior toward
that of the others. This is not a case of explicitly
recognized norms and sanctions. The basic fact is
simply that in order to achieve efficient and satisfy-
ing interaction with significant others one is
constrained not to deviate too far from the culture
one shares with them, as imputed from their habit-
ual overt behavior. (p. 194, emphases added)

Greenstone (1991) expanded on the notion
that tools and repertoires useful for rational and
purposive behavior are central to a correct under-
standing of “culture”:

Among the many aspects of “culture” are a com-

munity’s fundamental beliefs, ethical and esthetic
values, revered rituals, and material preferences.

*See Erving Goffman’s “The Moral Career of the Mental
Patient” (Goffman 1961, chapter 2).
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But culture also includes the tools—material and
linguistic, practical and theoretical—that people
employ in their purposive and reflective activities.
Again, the instrumental side of “rationality” speci-
fies those actions, techniques, and skills necessary
to achieve specific goals, but rationality also
includes the capacity to make human experience
bearable by rendering it intelligible. Once these
more complex meanings are recognized, a sharp
distinction between culture and rationality
becomes untenable.

Similarly, in a chapter on “ghetto related
behavior and the structure of opportunity,”
Wilson (1996) pointed out that individual behav-
iors, habits, skills, and styles exist within the
structural constraints and opportunities experi-
enced by the people living within the culture:

The social action—including behavior, habits,
skills, styles, orientations, attitudes—discussed in
this chapter and in the next chapter ought not to be
analyzed as if it were unrelated to the broader
structure of opportunities and constraints that have
evolved over time. This is not to argue that indi-
viduals and groups lack the freedom to make their
own choices, engage in certain conduct, and
develop certain styles and orientations, but it is to
say that these decisions and actions occur within a
context of constraints and opportunities that are
drastically different from those present in middle-
class society.

Wilson goes on to discuss causal mechanisms
in which the social capital arising from neighbor-
hood social controls interacts with the cultural
capital—skills, styles, orientations, and habits—
of adults and youngsters in the neighborhood:

In such areas, not only are children at risk because
of the lack of informal social controls, they are also
disadvantaged because the social interaction
among neighbors tends to be confined to those
whose skills, styles, orientations, and habits are not
as conducive to promoting positive social out-
comes (academic success, pro-social behavior,
etc.) as are those in more stable neighborhoods.
Although the close interaction among neighbors in
such areas may be useful in devising strategies,
disseminating information, and developing styles
of behavior that are helpful in a ghetto milieu...
they may be less effective in promoting the welfare
of children in the society at large.

Patterson (2015) references the same idea
when he talks about the importance of procedural
knowledge in cultural processes:

Bourdieu’s widely acclaimed concepts of “habi-

tus” and “cultural capital” are grounded on the

principle of procedural knowledge acquisition, as

he himself recognizes. “The essential part of the

modus operandi which defines practical mastery is

transmitted in practice, in its practical state, with-

out attaining the level of discourse.” (p. 29)

Patterson observes that procedural knowledge
is acquired primarily through interaction, obser-
vation, and practice. He describes groups and
their situations, for example Black middle-class
parents, in which the procedural knowledge val-
ued by their children’s peer group competes with
that valued by the school and the parents them-
selves. Thus, the peer group can also function as
a gatekeeper, competing with the teacher in plac-
ing a value on and providing a reward for the
behaviors flowing from an individual’s habitus.
Patterson says that when the peer group wins, the
child is likely to fall to a social class that is lower
than that of his parents. A similar point was made
by Anderson (1999) in his discussion of the “code
of the street” and its potential to penetrate and
dominate the classroom in ghetto communities.
In other words, different fields of social activity
may have different habitus and cultural capital
needed to succeed within them, and when their
actors inhabit the same physical space the fields
may compete for allegiance and dominance.

A related description of social class differ-
ences in the creation and enactment of repertoires
of skills, habits, and styles has been presented in
an influential book by Lareau (2011). Here she
distinguishes between the child rearing styles of
working-class parents, which she calls “the
accomplishment of natural growth,” and that of
middle-class parents, which she refers to as
“concerted cultivation.” According to Lareau,
middle-class parents work hard, albeit often
unconsciously, to give their children the tools
needed to maintain their social class status,
thereby helping to reproduce the social class
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structure. In a follow-up study, Lareau found that
these social class differences extended far beyond
childhood, and continued even as children
reached adulthood.

The results of the follow-up study provide further
support for the argument that a pattern of social
inequality is being reproduced. Parents’ cultural
practices play a role. The commitment to concerted
cultivation, whereby parents actively fostered and
developed children’s talents and skills did not, it
turns out, wane over time. Even as children became
autonomous adolescents with driver’s licenses,
jobs, and dorm rooms, the middle-class parents
closely monitored and intervened in their lives.
(p- 305)

In an appendix, Lareau explicitly ties her
observations to Bourdieu’s theory.

To make this book more readable, I refrained from
burdening it with Bourdieu’s terminology. Still, the
book is a reasonably straightforward, if partial,
empirical application of Bourdieu’s broader theo-
retical model. For example, in Distinction: A
Social Critique on the Judgment of Taste, as well as
other works, Bourdieu clearly intends for habitus
to be a set of internalized dispositions that operate
in a large number of social spheres. In his discus-
sion of habitus, Bourdieu includes the preferences
in food, furniture, music, makeup, books, and
movies. The focus of Unequal Childhoods is much
narrower, looking primarily at time use for chil-
dren’s leisure activities, language use in the home,
and interventions of adults in children’s institu-
tional lives. Still, it is reasonable to assert that the
elements discussed in this book, taken together, do
constitute a set of dispositions that children learn,
or habitus. Concerted cultivation and the accom-
plishment of natural growth are aspects of the habi-
tus of the families discussed in this book. (p. 362)

As pointed out by Lareau and Weininger
(2003), there is another aspect of Bourdieu’s the-
ory that is often neglected. This is the role of
institutional gatekeepers in judging and valuing
the cultural capital (skills, habits, and styles) of
the individuals who appear before them. An
example is found in the play Pygmalion, where
Liza could not enter upper-class society until
Henry Higgins had taught her to speak “prop-
erly,” and importantly, her speech patterns had
passed the tests informally administered by the
members of this society as they conversed with
her. It is in the judgment conferred by gatekeep-
ers on the skills, habits, and styles of those

appearing before them that stratification out-
comes are determined. Thus, Lareau and
Weininger (2003, p. 568) argue that the most
accurate theory of the role of cultural capital in
status attainment “stresses the micro-interactional
processes through which individuals comply (or
fail to comply) with the evaluative standards of
dominant institutions such as schools.”

Teachers are the school’s primary gatekeep-
ers.’ They express their judgments in the grades
they assign, which are sent home to parents in a
report card so that they can see how their child is
doing. In elementary school these report cards
typically provide a grade (e.g., outstanding, satis-
factory or needs improvement) in reading, math,
and other academic skills, as well as in behaviors,
including examples such as the following (taken
from the form used by one district): completes
homework on time, effort, makes good use of
time, is cooperative and gets along with peers, is
courteous in speech and actions, controls unnec-
essary talking, listens and follows directions,
respects personal and school property, seeks help
when needed. These elementary school reports
transform into letter grades in each subject as the
student moves up through middle and high
school. A sequence of high grades typically leads
to enrollment in more advanced courses, and
eventually college attendance and graduation. A
sequence of low grades and poor behavior typi-
cally leads to dropout, or perhaps a terminal high
school diploma or GED.

Farkas et al. (1990) and Farkas (1996) applied
the cultural capital framework to this situation by
positing that the student’s school-related habitus
was best defined by the skills and behaviors that
are rated by teachers on the report card. As noted
in the paragraph above, these importantly include
academic performance and academic-related
work habits. Using data from the Dallas School

>This is an important point, which is often missed by cul-
tural capital researchers who use standardized test scores
rather than course grades as outcome variables. Central to
cultural capital theory is the interaction between individu-
als and gatekeepers, and the judgment that the latter ren-
der on the former’s suitability and standing in the field of
play. In K-12 education this interaction is largely between
students and their teachers. Course grades are the result.
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District, Farkas and colleagues empirically esti-
mated a causal flow model in which student and
teacher sociodemographic background character-
istics lead to student skills, habits, and styles,
which lead to student coursework mastery, which
lead to the teacher-assigned course grade. Indirect
effects in which, for example, student back-
ground characteristics lead to student academic
work habits which directly affect the course
grade (after controlling the effect via coursework
mastery) were also estimated. The resulting cal-
culations appear to be one of the few times that
teacher’s grading responses to students’ skills,
habits, and styles have been empirically evalu-
ated. (For other examples see Bodovski and
Farkas 2008 and Dumais et al. 2012.) The find-
ings from this and related research will be exam-
ined in a later section of this chapter. For now, we
turn to the extensive controversies that have sur-
rounded the cultural capital concept and its
empirical implementation.

1.3 Critiques of Cultural Capital

As noted above, Bourdieu’s writings on cultural
capital are often vague and suggestive rather than
clear and explicit. This has led to a number of
critiques of the concept and how it has been used
in empirical research. Three of these critiques
have received the most attention—those by
Kingston (2001), Lareau and Weininger (2003),
and Goldthorpe (2007).

1.3.1 Critique by Kingston

Kingston sets out to review empirical studies that
have used the cultural capital concept to explain
why children from more socially privileged
homes typically receive higher grades in school
and have greater educational attainment. He sets
the stage for this review by following Lamont
and Lareau (1988) in defining cultural capital as
“institutionalized, i.e., widely shared, high status
cultural signals (attitudes, preferences, formal
knowledge, behaviors, goals, and credentials)
used for social and cultural exclusion.” The claim

is that high status knowledge and activities—fine
arts knowledge and museum attendance, classical
musical knowledge and attendance at concerts,
knowledge of literature and visits to the library or
bookstores—are the elements of the enacted stu-
dent’s cultural capital that are rewarded by teach-
ers and that explain the greater schooling success
of children from higher social classes. Teachers
supposedly favor these students by the use of
“exclusionary practices” that enable the children
to attain greater school success.

That teachers favor children who are knowl-
edgeable about “highbrow” aesthetic culture
(e.g., classical music and art), and do so perva-
sively enough to account for the reproduction of
social classes in America, may seem unlikely. Yet
it is exactly such high status activities indulged in
by the parents and children of higher social
classes that have been widely used to operation-
alize cultural capital in empirical work.®

Why this particular operationalization of cul-
tural capital? DiMaggio (1982) first used this
definition of cultural capital in empirical work,
and his operationalization of cultural capital has
been enormously influential. This usage was fur-
ther supported in the paper by Lamont and Lareau
(1988). Since Bourdieu’s own writings lack clar-
ity on the subject, it is not surprising that subse-
quent researchers have followed the path marked
out by these American scholars.

Kingston is aware that teacher discrimination
in favor of children involved in elite cultural
activities seems unlikely by itself to explain the
society-wide reproduction of the social class
structure. Indeed, he attacks this notion both with
evidence showing that elite cultural activities are
not that widely engaged in by an upper class
defined by professionals and managers, as well as
with findings by Lamont herself that Americans
strongly oppose giving social preferment to indi-
viduals engaged in elite activities. Nevertheless,

°Of course, exposure to highbrow culture may result in
improved language use and presentation of self which
might positively impress teachers. However empirical
estimates of this effect including a full range of controls
including test scores have typically found at best a very
weak relationship between elite cultural activities and
course grades. For example, see Dumais et al. (2012).
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we should look at the empirical evidence. He
does so, reviewing a number of papers providing
estimates of the effects of elite culture participa-
tion on student educational outcomes. Overall, he
finds these to be modest in magnitude. (I will
review the detailed findings on the effects of cul-
tural capital in the following section.) He then
repeats his argument that because elite culture is
not widely distributed among the professional
and managerial classes, even should it have an
effect on school success, this mechanism would
not meet what he regards as Bourdieu’s theoreti-
cal claim that cultural capital can only be gained
in upper-class homes, and thus represents “exclu-
sionary practices that are valued for their connec-
tion to a social group.” Instead, he says, elite
cultural activities are available in the homes of
some working-class students and not in the
homes of some middle- and upper-class students,
so they don’t meet the test of “exclusionary prac-
tices.” Further, he says, any positive effects of
these variables on school success may be due not
to exclusionary practices, but instead simply that
such participation is associated with other vari-
ables such as intellectual curiosity and persever-
ance which themselves aid school success.

1.3.2 Critique by Lareau
and Weininger

A second critique was published by Lareau and
Weininger (2003). These authors seek to under-
stand how the concept of cultural capital has been
employed by English language sociologists of
education. In the first part of their paper they do
so by reviewing 15 papers that used the concept
in empirical work. They conclude that almost all
of these papers follow DiMaggio (1982) in mea-
suring cultural capital by participation in and
knowledge of elite (“highbrow”) arts activities.
They also note that most of these papers make a
point of differentiating the cultural capital con-
cept from that of skills or technical ability (typi-
cally measured by test scores).

The second part of the paper by Lareau and
Weininger closely examines Bourdieu’s writings
on this subject. They demonstrate that he did not

intend the cultural capital concept to be confined
to “highbrow” cultural activities, although he
may have thought that it played an important role
within the French educational system. Instead, he
states “in highly generic terms, that any given
‘competence’ functions as cultural capital if it
enables appropriation ‘of the cultural heritage’ of
a society, but is unequally distributed among its
members, thereby engendering the possibility of
‘exclusive advantages’” (p. 579).

Further, Lareau and Weininger report that
nowhere in Bourdieu’s writing does he imply a
distinction between cultural capital on the one
hand, and technical knowledge or ability on the
other. Indeed, as I have quoted earlier, Bourdieu
invented the cultural capital concept in response
to economists’ concept of human capital, and
asserted that family cultural capital was essential
to the creation of human capital conceived as
ability or talent. Thus, as stated by Lareau and
Weininger, the “effects of ‘status,” for Bourdieu,
are not distinct from those of ‘skill” (or by exten-
sion, ‘ability’). Cultural capital amounts to an
irreducible amalgamation of the two.”

Thus, in place of elite, “highbrow” culture,
Lareau and Weininger offer their own definition
of cultural capital. As applied to schooling it has
two parts.

First, studies of cultural capital in school settings

must identify the particular expectations—both

formal and, especially, informal—by means of
which school personnel appraise students.

Secondly, as a result of their location in the stratifi-

cation system, students and their parents enter the

educational system with dispositional skills and
knowledge that differentially facilitate or impede
their ability to conform to institutionalized expec-
tations. ...In addition...we believe that technical
skills, including academic skills, should not be

excluded from any discussion of cultural capital.
(p. 588)

Teachers’ appraisals of their students are
recorded on the students’ report cards. As we shall
see, they are largely based on the teacher’s judg-
ments of her students’ academic skills and work
habits. These appear to constitute the observable
indicators of a student’s cultural capital that teach-
ers are judging in a form that is consequential for
the student’s later educational trajectory.



1 Family, Schooling, and Cultural Capital

15

1.3.3 Critique by Goldthorpe

Goldthorpe (2007) presents a very negative view
of cultural capital theory. To begin with, he denies
the fundamental claim of social reproduction
theory, that working-class children are con-
strained to remain in their class, and that
middle-class children do not suffer downward
mobility into the working class. He instead refer-
ences empirical studies showing that during the
twentieth-century expansion of secondary educa-
tion in Britain, “substantial and primarily upward
educational mobility did in fact occur between
generations” (p. 8). He then cites additional stud-
ies finding that, for example, “as of the early
1970s, over two-thirds of the individuals sur-
veyed who had attended a selective secondary
school were ‘first generation’—i.e., their parents
had not received any education at this level; and
while children of working-class background
were underrepresented in this group, they were
far from being excluded.”

Goldthorpe then cites more recent findings
that the same pattern has occurred with the
expansion of higher education. He notes that
children from all social classes have taken up the
expanded opportunities for a university educa-
tion, so that the relative chances of such attain-
ment from different social class origins is a
debated issue. However, he cites evidence that
among those French children born into the work-
ing class in the 1960s and early 1970s, 40% of
the children of skilled workers and 25% of the
children of unskilled workers gained the bacca-
laureat or a higher qualification. Thus, says
Goldthorpe, Bourdieu’s claim of social reproduc-
tion just doesn’t fit the facts. Instead, there has
been widespread upward social mobility for the
working-class children.’

7Of course, institutions of higher learning themselves
have a prestige hierarchy, and doubtless the children of
unskilled workers were more likely to attend the less pres-
tigious institutions. For theories of “maximally main-
tained inequality” and “effectively maintained inequality”
arguing that upper-class parents strive to and will always
manage to maintain their children’s advantages over those
of children from lower classes, see Raftery and Hout
(1993) and Lucas (2001).

Goldthorpe, like Lareau and Weininger, argues
that defining cultural capital as elite cultural
activities, totally separate from cognitive skills,
was never intended by Bourdieu. Thus, he fol-
lows Lareau and Weininger in judging all the
empirical literature that followed DiMaggio by
operationalizing cultural capital as high culture
to be misguided. Instead, he argues for a more
inclusive definition of “cultural resources,”’
including such mundane activities as reading to
the child, and notes that, not surprisingly, family
reading behavior is more predictive of student
educational success than is beaux-arts involve-
ment. He goes on to state that as an empirical
matter, Bourdieu’s cultural capital theory is sim-
ply wrong. Facts contradict the theory, Goldthorpe
(p. 14) says, because

differing class conditions do not give rise to such

distinctive and abiding forms of habitus as

Bourdieu would suppose; because even within

more disadvantaged classes, with little access to

high culture, values favoring education may still
prevail and perhaps some relevant cultural
resources exist; and because, therefore, schools
and other educational institutions can function as
important agencies of re-socialisation—that is, can
not only underwrite but also in various respects,
compensate for or indeed counter family influ-

ences in the creation and transmission of “cultural
capital.”

Goldthorpe follows these arguments with a
more general attack on the premises of cultural
capital theory. He asserts that the student’s habi-
tus is not formed once and for all in the family,
subsequently remaining immutable. Rather, he
suggests, the school also molds the student’s hab-
itus, which can evolve during an individual’s
educational career. He asserts that there is little
empirical support for social reproduction
(because there has been so much upward educa-
tional mobility out of the working class) or for a
set of dispositions that upper-class parents trans-
mit to their children, that are immutable, that
lower-class children are unable to attain, and that
the schools employ as an exclusionary device to
keep lower-class children in their place.

Instead, Goldthorpe advises rejecting cultural
capital theory and replacing it with a more eclec-
tic notion of cultural resources that can be
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acquired from the family and the school, as well
as other sources (such as peers and neighbor-
hoods). His emphasis is more on those variables
that can be empirically demonstrated to affect
educational attainment than on a theory that says
that such attainment by working-class youth is
improbable.

1.4  An Approach That Works

A viable empirical approach to these issues has
long been available, but little taken advantage of.?
Central to Bourdieu’s theory, and recommended
as the key to the cultural capital concept by
Lareau and Weininger (2003), is the idea of
teachers as gatekeepers, judging the outward
behavioral manifestations of each student’s habi-
tus, that is, the student’s enacted cultural capital
in school, with these judgments favoring children
from middle- and upper-class homes. So what is
the mechanism through which these judgments
are made known and recorded in K-12 educa-
tion? The answer is simple—the report card. This
is where teachers report their judgments of each
student, on both academics and behavior; these
are the judgments that become part of the stu-
dent’s record; and this is the mechanism by which
these judgments affect student educational
careers. Students with strong positive report
cards on both academics and behavior are likely
to attend college and perhaps go further; those
with constantly failing report cards are likely to
never complete high school.’

What academics and behaviors are graded on
these cards? Using the internet, I selected grade
2-5 report cards from three randomly chosen
school districts, in, respectively, Sarasota,
Florida; Richland, Washington; and Montgomery

8This may be partly because some researchers misunder-
stand the theory. But it is also the case that access to stu-
dents’ records is often difficult to obtain.

°In addition, course grades are not the only determinant of
school success. Standardized test scores also play an
important role in college access. Why colleges place such
great weight on test scores is a subject worthy of addi-
tional investigation.

County, Maryland. All of the report cards have a
place for the teacher to mark the student’s grade
on each of the academic subjects—math, lan-
guage arts, science, social studies, art, music, and
physical education. However, there is also a place
for the teachers to grade the behaviors and atti-
tudes described below.

1.4.1 Items Graded on Elementary
School Report Cards in Three

Districts

Sarasota, Florida: For each academic subject,
the teacher can select from a list of 18 possible
comments. These basically fall into two sets. The
first involves student behavior and includes

e Works well in class, is courteous, respectful
and cooperative

* Interacts well with peers

* Works independently, without disturbing
others, and with little assistance from the
teacher

e Has made good overall improvement in his/
her effort this quarter

e Has difficulty following school/classroom
rules and/or directions

e Needs frequent assistance from the teacher

e Often disturbs others during class

e Has difficulty completing classwork

» Has difficulty playing with others

A second set involves actions that involve par-
ents, including

* Would benefit from additional reading prac-
tice at home

* Would benefit from additional writing prac-
tice at home

* Would benefit from additional math practice
at home

* Would benefit
reviewed at home

*  Would benefit from attending school regularly
as frequent absences have a negative impact
on his/her academic performance

from having homework
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Montgomery County, Maryland: The report card
has separate sections for grading each of the aca-
demic subjects, plus one for grading what are
called Learning Skills. This is divided into two
sets of items. The first, called Work Habits, con-
tains the following:

¢ Rules and Procedures
e Task Completion

The second, called Thinking and Academic
Success Skills, contains the following:

e Analysis

» Collaboration

» Effort/Motivation/Persistence
e Fluency

 Intellectual Risk Taking

e Metacognition

e Originality

e Synthesis

Richland, Washington: The report card, in addi-
tion to grades for the separate academic subjects,
also has grades for what are called Social and
Learning Skills. These are the following:

* Engages effectively with others
e Understands effort and perseverance directly
impact learning

e Listens attentively in different learning
situations

e Respects individual differences/rights of
others

e Takes responsibility for choices and actions
e Manages materials and time
e Advocates for self

All of these districts give grades in each of the
academic subjects. But what sets of behaviors,
explicitly identified for grading, do these dis-
tricts have in common? The answer is—habitual
behaviors that facilitate learning in the American
classroom. In Sarasota these include “works
well in class, is courteous, respectful and coop-
erative; works independently, without disturbing
others.” In Montgomery County these include
“rules and procedures, task completion, and

effort/motivation/persistence.” In Richland they
include that the student “understands effort and
perseverance directly impact learning, listens
attentively in different learning situations, and
manages materials and time.” What these have in
common is that they all describe aspects of good
academic work habits. They are the traits needed
to be academically successful while not reducing
the success of the other students in the class.
These are the behaviors that teachers are most
focused on rewarding, not knowledge of classi-
cal music or fine arts. Teacher “gatekeeping”
rewards effective and cooperative!® academic
work habits, and punishes their opposite—low
effort, poor organization, inattention, sloppiness,
disrespect, and disruptiveness. A quick perusal
of a larger number of district report card formats
available online suggests that teacher judgment
of these aspects of students’ academic work hab-
its is widespread.!!

1.4.2 Putting It All Together

A focus on academic skills and work habits was
the basis for the empirical study of cultural capi-
tal undertaken by Farkas and colleagues more
than 25 years ago (Farkas et al. 1990; Farkas
1996). In this work, a representative sample of
Dallas Independent School District (DISD) 7th
and 8th grade social studies teachers responded
to a “student work-ethic characteristics question-
naire” regarding up to six of their students
selected by stratified random sampling. The
teachers rated the students on homework, class
participation, effort, organization, disruptiveness,
assertiveness, and appearance and dress. The first
four of these had correlations between 0.80 and
0.95, and were combined into a scale of work
habits. One of the variables—assertiveness—
showed little relationship with the other (inde-
pendent or dependent) variables and was omitted
from the study. A student’s days absent as

"But note that Richland also judges whether the student
“advocates for self.”

"And these teachers’ values likely benefit females more
than males. See Dumais (2002), Morris (2008).
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recorded by the district was also included as a
behavioral variable, as were disruptiveness and
appearance and dress. Basic skills were measured
by student scores on the Iowa Test of Basic Skills
(ITBS), which includes both Language and
Mathematics totals, as well as subskill scores for
each of these variables. Farkas and colleagues
operationalized student skills, habits, and styles
as the student’s ITBS score, work habits, days
absent, disruptiveness, and appearance and dress.

This research was also able to profit from an
unusual initiative undertaken by the DISD in
response to the Texas Education Reform Act of
1984. Groups of teachers in each of the subject-
matter areas were assembled over the summer to
create test items representative of the course sub-
ject matter. These curriculum-referenced tests
were then administered uniformly to DISD stu-
dents at the end of the appropriate semester. The
resulting scores provide an objective measure of
each student’s coursework mastery in the subject.

The authors then estimated a causal model in
which student and teacher sociodemographics are
regarded as determining the student’s basic skills
and the teacher’s judgment of the student’s habits
and styles, and these in turn are related to the stu-
dent’s actual coursework mastery. All of these
variables together are then related to the teacher-
assigned course grade. This model is summarized
in Fig. 1.1. It shows the key relationships involved
as students from different social backgrounds
interact with teachers from different social back-
grounds, resulting in the teacher-gatekeeper’s final
judgment on the student for the semester—the
course grade. This is the closest that empirical
research has come to implementing a quantitative
and testable version of Lareau and Weininger’s
(2003) suggestion that cultural capital studies
focus on the interaction of students with their
teacher-gatekeepers, and how this interaction
results in different schooling outcomes for stu-
dents from different social backgrounds.

I will defer discussion of the empirical find-
ings from this work until the following section,
where the detailed findings from prior empirical
work are reviewed. However, the question arises,
what has been done since this work by Farkas and
colleagues to implement and test this version of

cultural capital theory, in which the student’s
habitus, strongly influenced by parents and peers
in the home and neighborhood, and by the child’s
preschool experiences before kindergarten entry,
then evolves via the student’s interaction with
family, peers, and teachers as the student moves
up the grade-levels?

Farkas (2003) reviewed the literature on cog-
nitive and noncognitive skills developed by econ-
omists and sociologists and related it to the
“skills, habits, and styles” version of cultural
capital theory discussed above. Economists’
research in this area can be traced back to the
work of Bowles and Gintis (1976), whereas
related work by sociologists dates from the book
by Jencks and colleagues (Jencks et al. 1979).

Bowles and Gintis argued that “in capitalist
America,” variation in the design and manage-
ment of schools exists to create those worker per-
sonality traits needed by different jobs in the
industrial system, largely based on the jobs held
by the student’s parents, thereby leading to social
reproduction. Thus, the children of working-class
parents typically obtained no more than a high
school degree, perhaps with an emphasis on
vocational training, and became factory workers
whose obedience to authority was their most
desired trait. Accordingly, such obedience was
emphasized by K-12 teachers. By comparison,
the children of middle- and upper-class parents
went on to college, where creativity and indepen-
dence received greater rewards, since these are
the skills needed for middle-class management
and professional employment.

To provide evidence for these assertions,
Bowles and Gintis empirically tested their asser-
tion that the personality trait they labeled “sub-
mission to authority” was, along with cognitive
skills, the principal determinant of course grades
in high school. Their empirical work supported
this assertion, but crucially, they defined such
submission as including the following character-
istics of a student’s academic work habits: perse-
verance, dependability, consistency, identifies
with school, empathizes orders, punctuality, and
defers gratification. As we shall see throughout
this review, these are indeed the habits and behav-
iors graded positively by K-12 teachers.
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However, for most teachers and many other
researchers, myself included, these traits do not
deserve the pejorative label “submission to
authority.” Instead, they simply constitute “good
work habits” whose effects are to be measured
empirically, and which may be desirable at all
levels of the occupational structure.

This is the approach taken by Jencks et al.
(1979), who conducted extensive analyses of the
roles played by individual cognitive skills and
non-cognitive (personality) traits on school and
employment success. Using multiple data sets they
measured the effects of self-assessed personality
traits as well as what they considered to be indirect
personality measures involving self-reports of var-
ious behaviors possibly reflecting underlying per-
sonality. A principle components analysis of 14
questions identified a construct they referred to as
“study habits.” They also analyzed data in which
teachers rated students on each of nine personality
traits. Results of these analyses are summarized in
the following section.

Other researchers continued the analysis of
the effects of cognitive and noncognitive skills on
school success. Within sociology, Lareau (2011)
echoed the distinction between working-class
and middle-class parenting orientations dis-
cussed by Bowles and Gintis, referring to the
working-class style as “the accomplishment of
natural growth” and the middle-class style as
“concerted cultivation.” She repeats the Bowles
and Gintis observation that working-class parents
tend to want their children to follow directives,
while middle-class parents tend to encourage
their children to ask questions and to reason.
Rather than emphasizing the social class differ-
ences in academic work habits likely resulting
from these parenting differences, Lareau instead
emphasized that the middle-class parenting style
teaches the child to develop an individualized
sense of self, including a sense of comfort, enti-
tlement, and agency when dealing with adult
organizations such as the school, where they
learn to present themselves and perform (Lareau
2011, pp. 242-243). Lareau asserts that, by con-
trast, the working-class parenting style leaves
children feeling uncomfortable and constrained
when dealing with these same institutions. These

social class differences are replicated, says
Lareau, when parents interact with teachers. In
such situations she describes working-class and
poor parents as “baffled, intimidated, and
subdued.”

Other sociologists have undertaken related
analyses, both quantitative and qualitative, seek-
ing to discover which parent and student behav-
iors are most strongly associated with student
success. At the same time, economists have pro-
duced a quantitative literature on the effects of
cognitive and non-cognitive skills on school and
employment success. Prominent here is a paper
by Heckman and Kautz (2014) seeking to esti-
mate the empirical importance of cognitive skills
and non-cognitive traits in determining schooling
outcomes. Findings from these literatures will be
reviewed in the following section.

To summarize, the “skills, habits, and styles”
paradigm has been widely used to investigate
how the actions of parents, children, and teachers
lead to the differential school success of children
from middle- and upper-class children, compared
to those from the working class. It seems to rea-
sonably capture Bourdieu’s intentions for the
habitus (underlying) and cultural capital (enacted)
concepts to serve as mediators between family
background and schooling success. Indeed, after
the dominance of this research area by cultural
sociologists focused on elite cultural activities,
this research approach brings back an emphasis
on the daily actions and interactions involving
students and teachers that ultimately determine
the schooling and social class attainment of the
students. It also brings back the concern with
finding a sociological equivalent of the human
capital paradigm advanced by economists, and
employed so successfully to apply economic rea-
soning to almost every field of human endeavor.
Both James Coleman and Pierre Bourdieu were
explicitly in interaction with economists, and
were inspired to create their formulations by the
world-wide success of the human capital para-
digm. Bringing this research area back to a place
where economists and sociologists speak to one
another, and empirically test their theories, sim-
ply puts this research area back on a developmen-
tal trajectory consistent with its beginning.
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1.5  Empirical Findings

A schematic model of cultural capital’s causal
effects was presented in Fig. 1.1. This is a media-
tion model, in which parenting, habitus, and aca-
demic skills and habits mediate the relationship
between SES and course grades. The SES of each
student implies the parenting they receive. This
parenting helps determine the student’s habitus,
his/her disposition (including skills) toward vari-
ous behaviors and strategies of action. These dis-
positions then lead to the academic skills and
work habits that the student presents to the
teacher in the classroom. These skills and habits
are then employed by the teacher to assign a
course grade to the student. Where quantitative
empirical work is concerned, researchers are able
to find measures of SES, parenting, academic
skills, work habits, and course grades (or teach-
ers’ judgements of students’ skills) on many of
the large, nationally representative data sets col-
lected by the National Center for Education
Statistics and that are widely available to
researchers (these include the ECLS-K, the
ECLS: 2011, the NELS, and ELS). Other data
sets, including the 28-nation PISA, have also
been used in empirical studies.

The habitus, conceived as a collection of
underlying dispositions, including skills, habits,
identities, worldviews, preferences, or values,
can typically not be measured directly, so that its
characteristics are inferred by the academic skills
and habits it gives rise to. (However, as we shall
see, Gaddis (2013) seeks to measure it by using
two attitudinal scales.) Thus, empirical work has
typically included some subset (or all) of the
variables SES, parenting, academic skills and
work habits, and course grades shown in Fig. 1.1.
The result has been empirical studies in which
parenting is regressed on SES, skills and work
habits are regressed on SES and parenting, and
course grades are regressed on some or all of
SES, parenting, and skills and work habits.
Empirical studies of these types are the ones
reviewed here.!?

12A subset of studies use standardized test scores as their
ultimate outcome measures. But it would be more appro-

Social Class Differences
in Parenting and Their
Consequences

1.5.1

Duncan and Magnuson (2011, Fig. 3.1) provide a
schematic model of how genes, families, schools,
and peer groups combine to determine the trajec-
tories of children’s cognitive skills and behaviors
from birth to grade 12, which in turn determine
the individual’s subsequent educational and labor
market attainment. For a variable to play a role in
creating social class differences in children’s
school success, two conditions must be met.
First, it must significantly differ across social
class groupings. And second, it must significantly
affect schooling outcomes, such that when it is
controlled, the relationship between parental
social class and student success in school is
reduced or eliminated. In this section we examine
empirical tests of the extent to which parenting
meets these conditions.

1.5.1.1 Measuring Parenting:
The HOME Score

That working-class parents have different parent-
ing styles from middle- and upper-class parents is
a perennial finding of sociologists, psychologists,
and economists. These differences have been
conceptualized and measured in a number of
ways.

Particularly widely used is the Home
Observation for Measurement of the Environment
(HOME). Separate versions of this measurement
instrument have been created to measure parent-
ing quality for children of different ages, but all
versions are similarly structured. As modified for
use in the National Longitudinal Survey of Youth
(NLSY), the HOME produces two parenting
measures—one for cognitive stimulation and the
other for emotional support. It is useful to
examine the behavioral items typically included

priate to use teacher-assigned course grades, because only
these represent the teacher-gatekeeper judgments that are
so central to cultural capital theory. (Of course standard-
ized test scores should be one of the predictors of the
teacher-assigned course grade, since test scores measure
the academic knowledge and skills that the student dis-
plays to the teacher.)
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in these scales in order to understand which
parental behaviors researchers consider most
important for children’s development. To take
one example, for children aged 3-5, the follow-
ing items are used to measure parental cognitive
stimulation and emotional support:

Cognitive Stimulation Scale:

— How often read stories to child?

— How many children’s books does child have?

— How many magazines family gets regularly?

— Child has use of CD player?

— Do you help child with numbers?

— Do you help child with alphabet?

— Do you help child with colors?

— Do you help with shapes and sizes?

— How often is child taken on any kind of outing?

— How often is child taken to museum?

— Child’s play environment is safe?

— Interior of the home is dark or perceptually
monotonous?

— All visible rooms of the home are reasonably
clean?

— All visible rooms of the home are minimally
cluttered?

Emotional Support Scale:

— If child got so angry that s/he hit you, what
would you do? Respondent is offered multiple
responses. If either “hit him/her back™ or
“spank child,” item is scored “not emotionally
supportive.”

— How much choice is child allowed in deciding
foods s/he eats at breakfast & lunch?

— About how many hours is the TV on in your
home each day? >4 is scored “not emotionally
supportive.”

— How often does child eat a meal with you and
his/her father/stepfather/father-figure?

— About how many times, if any, have you had
to spank child in the past week? >1 is scored
“not emotionally supportive.”

Interviewer observed:

— Mother conversed w/child >1 time (no scold-
ing or suspicious comments)?

— Mother caressed, kissed, or hugged child at
least once?

— Mother introduced interviewer to child by name?

— Mother physically restricted or (shook/
grabbed) child? Coded non-supportive

— Mother slapped or spanked child at least once?
Coded non-supportive

— Mother’s voice conveyed positive feeling
about child?

We see that the cognitive stimulation scale
is focused on direct parental instruction and
the materials useful for learning. That is, this
scale emphasizes parental actions that foster
cognitive readiness for school. The emotional
responsiveness scale focuses on warm, positive
parent—child interaction, and gives a lower
score when the parent employs physical pun-
ishment. The elements of the HOME score
listed above encompass many of the items that
quantitative studies have used to measure par-
enting. However, some studies, particularly
those associated with the original notion of
cultural capital defined as knowledge of and
participation in high (elite) cultural activities
(e.g., classical music and museum quality art)
advanced by DiMaggio (1982) and of “con-
certed cultivation” (e.g., scheduled activities
including sports, music and dance classes)
advanced by Lareau (2011) have added or sub-
stituted these activities for the items in the
HOME above.

1.5.1.2 Social Class Differences
in HOME Parenting Measures

Reeves and Howard (2003) used longitudinal
HOME scores from the Children of the NLSY to
create measures of “strong versus weak parent-
ing”” That is, for each child they measured
whether the HOME score was in the bottom or
top 25% of parents at each of the three stages—
infancy (age 0-2), early childhood (age 3-5), and
middle childhood (age 10-15). Parents scoring in
the bottom 25% during at least two of these
stages were considered to be the weakest parents;
those scoring in the top 25% during at least two
of these stages were considered to be the stron-
gest parents. (This resulted in 20.9% of parents
being categorized as weakest and 17.6% as



22

G. Farkas

strongest.) The researchers then computed the
percent of each type of parent among families in
either the bottom or the top quintile on family
income. They found that, for families in the bot-
tom income quintile, almost 50% were among
the weakest parents whereas fewer than 5% were
among the strongest parents. By contrast, for
families in the top income quintile, about 35%
were among the strongest parents, whereas only
about 5% were among the weakest. Thus, parent-
ing quality as measured by the HOME scale var-
ies strongly and significantly across social
classes. But to what extent do these social class
differences in parenting quality account for social
class differences in children’s cognitive and
behavioral outcomes?

1.5.1.3 HOME Parenting Affects
Cognitive and Behavioral
Outcomes

This question has been addressed by a number of
empirical studies. Morgan et al. (2009) replicated
the findings of Reeves and Howard, reporting
that mothers in the lowest educational quintile
displayed HOME scores approximately one stan-
dard deviation lower than those in the highest
educational quintile. They also found that these
parenting scores significantly affected children’s
learning-related behaviors, and explained a sig-
nificant portion of the social class differences in
these behaviors. Hoff (2003) followed up on
work by Hart and Risley (1995), showing that
social class differences in mothers’ speech to
their 2-year-olds fully explained social class dif-
ferences in these children’s vocabularies. Farkas
and Beron (2004) found that parenting measures
partially explained social class differences in the
oral language skills of children. Bradley et al.
(2001) showed the significant effects of HOME
parenting scores on children’s cognitive and
behavioral development. Smith et al. (2006)
showed that maternal responsiveness to the child
positively affected cognitive development. In
sum, the cognitive stimulation and emotional
support activities measured by the HOME are
significantly and positively associated with the
skills and habits of children, and explain a por-
tion, but not all, of the social class differences in

these skills and habits when children enter
kindergarten.'?

1.5.1.4 Concerted Cultivation

In a widely discussed study, Lareau (2011) focused
on a somewhat different set of parenting behaviors
on which working-class and middle-class parents
differ. These are the formalized out-of-home
activities that middle-class parents typically
schedule for their children, contrasted with the
more around the home and neighborhood, self-
organized activities of working-class children.
Lareau referred to the latter as “the accomplish-
ment of natural growth” and the former as “con-
certed cultivation.” As described by Lareau (2011,
pp- 238-239), in middle-class families

parents actively fostered and assessed their chil-
dren’s talents, opinions, and skills. They scheduled
their children for activities. They reasoned with
them. They hovered over them and outside the
home they did not hesitate to intervene on the chil-
dren’s behalf. They made a deliberate and sus-
tained effort to stimulate children’s development
and cultivate their cognitive and social skills.

By contrast, Lareau says,

working-class and poor parents viewed children’s
development as unfolding spontaneously, as long
as they were provided with comfort, food, shelter,
and other basic support...Parents who relied on
natural growth generally organized their children’s
lives so they spent time in and around home, in
informal play with peers, siblings, and cousins...
Instead of the relentless focus on reasoning and
negotiation that took place in middle-class fami-
lies, there was less speech (including less whining
and badgering) in working-class and poor homes...
Directives were common. In their institutional
encounters, working-class and poor parents turned
over responsibility to professionals; when they did
try to intervene, they felt they were less capable
and less efficacious than they would have liked.

Lareau’s mention of middle-class parents
actively fostering their children’s “talents, opin-
ions, and skills” is reminiscent of Swidler’s

BThere is a large literature on parental involvement with
their child’s school work, teacher, and school activities
more generally, and how this involvement is related to stu-
dent achievement. For examples, see Van Voorhis et al.
(2013) and Nunez et al. (2015).
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“skills, habits, and styles.” Yet in Lareau’s discus-
sion of the consequences of these social class dif-
ferences in parenting, she emphasizes the
organized activities that middle-class children
experience—for example, sports and summer
camps—and the way these help the child to
develop an “individualized sense of self.”” She
goes on to describe these experiences as assisting
middle-class children to develop a sense of enti-
tlement and agency when dealing with adults and
their institutions, such as teachers and schools.
By contrast, she says, the working-class child
rearing style does not foster such a sense of self
(Lareau 2011, pp. 241-43). Lareau’s emphasis on
scheduled activities and the development of a
sense of entitlement in middle-class children
tends to de-emphasize the importance of those
direct, academic skill building activities that
middle-class parents also devote time to fostering
(although she does mention language use as a key
component of concerted cultivation). While it is
no doubt true that middle- and upper-class
parents provide their children with both a sense
of entitlement and agency and with the concrete
skills and behaviors needed to succeed in school,
it is important to know which of these plays the
larger role in the greater school success of
middle-class students compared with those from
the working class. Thus, although the report cards
I sampled emphasized academic work habits, at
least one, from Richland WA, included an item
about the student’s agency, namely “advocates
effectively for self.”

1.5.1.5 Determinants

and Consequences

of Concerted Cultivation
Quantitative studies of the determinants and
consequences of concerted cultivation have
yielded mixed results. Roscigno and Ainsworth-
Darnell (1999) found a relatively strong positive
relationship between SES and each of cultural
trips, cultural classes, and household educational
resources. However, when they employed these
parenting variables to predict course grades,
either with or without controlling prior grades
and test scores, they found insignificant or small
effects. By contrast, they found much larger

effects for student academic work habits and
prior achievement. Sticking relatively closely
with Lareau’s definition of concerted cultivation,
Dumais et al. (2012) found no positive signifi-
cant relationship between (a) parents’ cultural
activities with their child and/or parents’ school
involvement and (b) teachers’ evaluations of
students’ language and literacy skills, academic
work habits, or interpersonal skills. Similar
results were reported by De Graaf et al. (2000).
They used both elite cultural activities and
parental reading to their children to predict the
child’s ultimate educational attainment. They
found that reading to the child, but not elite cul-
tural activities, significantly predicted educa-
tional attainment.

Bodovski and Farkas (2008) used ECLS-K
data for first grade to estimate the association
between both social class and parenting quality
(with an emphasis on the concerted cultivation
parenting style) on the one hand and students’
academic work habits, academic performance,
and the teacher’s judgment of the student’s per-
formance on the other. The authors employed a
more general definition of concerted cultivation
that added parental instructional and interac-
tional activities to the measures of participation
in organized activities and parental involvement
with the schools. The result was three dimen-
sions of parental activities for first graders, mea-
sured in three separate scales and then combined
into a single scale. The first dimension is paren-
tal perceptions of their responsibilities towards
their child, with a particular focus on instruction
and interaction. The following variables were
used to construct this scale: tell a child stories,
sing songs, do art, play games, teach about
nature, build blocks, do sports, practice numbers
and letters, read to a child, listen to a child even
if busy, foster the child’s opinion, help with
homework.

The second dimension is how children spend
their leisure time, particularly their participation
in organized activities. These were measured as
music, arts and crafts, dance lessons, clubs, orga-
nized performing arts and athletic activities, edu-
cational trips to the library, museum, zoo, concert,
or live show.
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The third dimension was conceptualized as
parents’ relationships with social institutions,
particularly schools. This was measured as par-
ticipation in parent—teacher conferences, attend-
ing an open house or back-to-school night,
participating in PTA, attending a school event,
volunteering at school, and participating in fund-
raising. The authors also added another vari-
able—number of children’s books in the
home—providing an additional measure of
parental efforts to enrich their children’s lives and
understanding, as well as assist with pre-reading
and reading skills.

Bodovski and Farkas restricted their analysis
sample to White children in order to avoid con-
troversies regarding whether or not race func-
tions as a stratifying factor in addition to
SES. They first ran regressions using SES and
other demographics to predict the concerted cul-
tivation measure. They found a medium stan-
dardized coefficient of 0.40 for the path from
SES to concerted cultivation. This validates the
observations of Lareau and others regarding
strong social class differentials in the parenting
activities measured by this variable.

Next, Bodovski and Farkas used SES and con-
certed cultivation in sequential regressions to
predict the student’s teacher-judged academic
work habits—persistence at tasks, eagerness to
learn, attentiveness, learning independence, flex-
ibility, and organization. With only SES and
demographics as predictors, the authors found
that SES had a standardized coefficient of 0.19
with academic work habits. When parental
expectations for the child’s educational attain-
ment and concerted cultivation were added to the
equation, the coefficient of SES declined 26% to
0.14; the direct effect of concerted cultivation
was 0.07. This shows once again that direct mea-
sures of parenting activities are able to explain a
portion, but only a portion, of the effect of SES
on the child’s academic work habits.

Following this, Bodovski and Farkas used
SES, demographics, parental educational expec-
tations for the child, concerted cultivation, and
academic work habits in sequential regressions to
predict the student’s reading test score. With only
demographics controlled, the standardized coef-

ficient of SES on reading test scores was 0.31.
Adding parental expectations and concerted cul-
tivation reduced this by 26% to 0.23, showing
that concerted cultivation can explain at most a
portion of SES differentials in cognitive perfor-
mance. The direct effect of concerted cultivation
on reading test scores was 0.09. Finally, aca-
demic work habits were added to the equation.
This reduced the SES effect to 0.18, slightly more
than half of its total effect. The direct effect of
academic work habits on reading test scores was
a very substantial 0.38, showing once again that
these behaviors appear to strongly affect
learning.

Finally, these variables were used in sequen-
tial regressions to predict the teacher’s judgment
of the student’s language and literacy skills. In
the first regression, with only SES and demo-
graphics controlled, the total effect of SES was
0.24. As the variables were added sequentially,
by far the strongest predictors of the teacher’s
judgment were academic work habits and read-
ing test scores. By the final regression, with all
predictors in the equation, the effect of the read-
ing test score was 0.62, that of academic work
habits was 0.32, and the SES effect on the teach-
er’s judgment of the student’s language and lit-
eracy skills had been fully explained. I conclude
that, at least in this nationally representative data
set of first grade students, the teacher-assigned
course grade is determined about 2/3 by actual
performance and 1/3 by student work habits. This
gives a smaller role to work habits than was found
by Farkas (1996) for the Dallas schools (see
Fig. 1.2). However, this may be accounted for by
differences in the subjects examined and the
available data. In particular, the 1996 Farkas
study predicted the actual grade assigned for 7th
and 8th grade social studies, whereas the 2008
Bodovski and Farkas study predicted the teach-
er’s judgment of first grade student’s language
and literacy skills. The latter study likely showed
a stronger effect of test scores since it was the
skills tested that the teacher was asked to judge.
The fact that even in this case, with standardized
test scores controlled, student work habits had an
effect size as large as 0.32 in predicting student
skills demonstrates the importance of these work
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habits in the teacher’s judgment of student
performance.

Several additional studies have employed
quantitative measures of concerted cultivation,
typically testing for its role as a mediator in
explaining the relationship between SES and
achievement measured by test scores, but without
attention to either the academic work habits of
students or to teacher’s judgment of these and the
role of this judgment in the assignment of a grade
for the course. An example is Cheadle (2008),
who uses ECLS-K data to test the role of con-
certed cultivation as a mediator between SES and
math and reading test score trajectories from kin-
dergarten through third grade. Cheadle uses
many of the same variables as Bodovski and
Farkas to measure concerted cultivation. These
comprised elite cultural activities, participation
in school activities such as parent—teacher con-
ferences, and the number of the child’s books, but
omitted the direct instructional activities included
by Bodovski and Farkas, such as time spent read-
ing to a child or helping with homework. Cheadle
finds that concerted cultivation explains about
20% of the effect of SES on test scores. He also
finds that concerted cultivation is most strongly
associated with race gaps in achievement at kin-
dergarten entry, and appears to play a smaller role
in achievement growth as children move up to
first and third grade. Overall, the conclusion is
that the concerted cultivation parenting style
plays a modest role in mediating the effect of
SES on achievement. Cheadle might have found
larger effects if he had included direct instruc-
tional activities in his measure of concerted culti-
vation. However, since this study employs test
scores rather than course grades as the outcome,
it does not test for the determinants of teacher
judgments which are so central to cultural capital
theory.

Other studies have used concerted cultivation
measures that partially overlap with those used
by Bodovski/Farkas and Cheadle. Bodovski
(2010) found that, contrary to Lareau, even after
controlling SES, Black parents were less support-
ive of their children’s school success than Whites.
Lee and Bowen (2006) used measures of the par-
ent physically visiting the school, discussing edu-

cational topics with the child, helping with
homework, managing the child’s time on literacy
and nonliteracy activities, and the parent’s educa-
tional expectations for the child. (Note that
Bodovski and Farkas included this last measure
in their analyses, but did not consider it to be part
of concerted cultivation.) The dependent variable
was academic achievement, measured as a com-
posite including the teacher-assigned grades in
reading and math as well as teacher reports of
whether the child was above or below grade level
in reading and math. This use of grades and
teacher judgments as outcomes puts the study
more directly in the cultural capital field.

The authors found a positive relationship
between parental social class and concerted culti-
vation. Lee and Bowen also found that parental
involvement at school and expectations for the
child’s educational attainment were positively
associated with achievement, and partially medi-
ated the effect of social class on this outcome.
These findings are generally consistent with
those of other researchers. This study also found
some significant interactions (moderation)
between elements of their measure of concerted
cultivation and some of the demographic mea-
sures. However, these did not follow any mean-
ingful pattern.

Gaddis (2013) uses data from youth who par-
ticipated in the Big Brothers/Big Sisters of
America program to test whether a measure of
habitus mediates the relationship between a con-
certed cultivation parenting style and course
grades. He operationalizes cultural capital using
three measures of elite cultural participation plus
weekly hours spent reading. This paper is one of
the few to claim to quantitatively measure habi-
tus, which Gaddis does using two scales—a
youth’s belief that she/he can succeed in school
and a scale measuring the youth’s belief that edu-
cation is valuable to her/his success in life. Using
first difference models, he first regresses change
in grades on change in each of his four elements
of cultural capital (museum visits, play atten-
dance, cultural lessons, and time spent reading).
Two of these (museum visits and time spent read-
ing) show significant positive effects on
GPA. Second, he adds change in the habitus
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variables (the two attitude measures) to the equa-
tion. They are both significantly associated with
GPA, and with these variables controlled the
effects of the cultural capital variables become
smaller and lose significance. Gaddis concludes
that habitus mediates the effect of cultural capital
on GPA. He finds that museum visits and reading
both have effect sizes of 0.05; the habitus attitude
variables both have effect sizes of 0.15. These are
small to modest in size.

How can we compare Gaddis’ work where
habitus is measured by two schooling attitude
scales with that of Farkas (1996) or Bodovski and
Farkas (2008) where habitus is not explicitly
measured, but academic work habits and test
scores measuring cultural capital are taken to be
the variables that teachers consider when assign-
ing course grades? Clarification is attained by
looking at the items comprising each of Gaddis’
scales. The “I can succeed at school” scale may
measure habitus, since it shows how the student
sees herself in the school setting. But it is likely
also measuring the student’s actual success at
schoolwork. It is not surprising that positive
changes in school performance would be associ-
ated with positive changes in the student’s reports
of her school performance. However there is a
danger of reverse causality, where school perfor-
mance is driving attitudes rather than the other
way around.

As for the second scale, described by Gaddis
as a measure of “the youth’s belief that educa-
tion is valuable to her success in life,” it does
contain items such as “How valuable do you
think your education will be in getting the job
you want?”” However, it also contains items such
as the following: Do you think your school work
is boring? Do you think your homework is fun to
do? Do you think the things you learn in school
are worthless? Do you care about doing your
best in school? How upset would you be if you
got a low grade for one of your subjects? Change
in these items could also be expected to be posi-
tively correlated with changes in grades, but
once again, there may be reverse causality, where
positive change in grades leads to positive
change in these measures of feelings toward
school. Further, these items are likely correlated

with the academic work habits that teachers use
in determining course grades. Indeed, when
assigning course grades, teachers had no knowl-
edge of the student’s scores on these attitude
scales. Their only opportunity to observe differ-
ences in these attitudes across students was due
to their observation of the student’s academic
work habits.

Comparing the way Gaddis operationalized
the cultural capital theory with the way it was
operationalized by Farkas (1996) and Bodovski
and Farkas (2008) is instructive. Gaddis opera-
tionalized the habitus with two attitudinal scales
closely related to the student’s positive feelings
about her/his schoolwork, and used these as
mediators between concerted cultivation and
course grades. He did not use a measure of actual
student academic performance. Farkas (1996)
did not seek to measure the habitus, which is the-
orized to be dispositions and skills internal to the
student. Instead, he measured the academic work
habits partially determined by the student’s habi-
tus, and estimated how the teacher-assigned
course grade was affected by the student’s aca-
demic performance (measured by both basic
skills and curriculum referenced tests) and the
student’s academic work habits. Similarly,
Bodovski and Farkas (2008) did not attempt to
measure the habitus, but again tested the extent to
which academic work habits and test score per-
formance affected the teacher’s assessment of the
student’s competency at the subject. They also
tested the extent to which these work habits and
test scores mediated the relationship between
concerted cultivation and the teacher’s judgment
of the student. Gaddis used many of the same
parenting variables used by others, but chose to
refer to these as “cultural capital.” Bodovski and
Farkas employed similar variables (although con-
taining more about the parent’s direct instruction
of the child) and, instead of viewing these as
measures of habitus, tested for the effects of work
habits and test scores as mediators between par-
enting and the teacher’s judgment of the child.
The largest difference between the two research
approaches is that Gaddis uses survey questions
about attitudes toward school to measure habitus
and tests for it as a mediator without controlling
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test scores. By contrast, Bodovski and Farkas use
academic work habits as expressions of the stu-
dent’s cultural capital, and employ both work
habits and test scores as mediators. Since Gaddis’
survey questions appear to be closely related to
work habits, the most consequential difference
between the two studies may be that Gaddis does
not control test scores.

Using ECLS-K data, Bodovski (2014) opera-
tionalized students’ emerging habitus using 8th
grade students’ educational expectations, internal
locus of control, and general and area-specific
self-concepts. She examined how early parental
practices and educational expectations (measured
during kindergarten and first-grade years) affect
students’ emerging habitus and academic
achievement when they reach adolescence (mea-
sured in eighth grade). The findings revealed that
students from higher-SES families had more pos-
itive general and area-specific self-concepts,
higher educational expectations, internal locus of
control, and higher academic achievement.
Higher parental educational expectations were
positively associated with all studied outcomes.
The findings provided only partial support for the
effects of early parental practices and highlighted
the role of gender and race/ethnicity in shaping
adolescents’ habitus.

Potter and Roksa (2013) also analyzed the
ECLS-K, emphasizing the over-time nature of
concerted cultivation, and the effects of contem-
poraneous and cumulative concerted cultivation
on student test scores in reading and math, esti-
mated with growth curve models. Their measure
of concerted cultivation combines child activities
(e.g., dance, music, athletics), parental school
involvement, parental educational expectations,
the number of books in the household, and
parent-to-parent contact. They find that the moth-
er’s education is positively associated with each
of these parenting behaviors, and that, with the
exception of parent-to-parent contact, cumulative
measures of each of these behaviors are posi-
tively associated with increasing social class gaps
in both reading and math test scores as children
move up the grade levels. When entered as con-
trols, these behaviors explain about 23% of the

effect of mother’s education on reading test
scores, and about 18% of the mother’s education
effect on math test scores. This is generally con-
sistent with prior work, although the use of test
scores rather than grades makes these results less
of a true test of the cultural capital theory. It
appears that, in general, explicitly measured par-
enting activities of the type available on large
nationally representative data sets can explain
about 1/4 of the relationship between parental
social class and student grades or test scores. This
estimate is quite similar to the findings reported
by Bodovski and Farkas (2008) and Cheadle
(2008).

Tramonte and Willms (2010) take a similar
approach, but analyze PISA data containing
information on more than 200,000 students
across 28 OECD countries. They operationalize
cultural capital along two dimensions. They
measure “static cultural capital” by combining
responses to nine questions about elite (“high-
brow”) cultural activities. They measure “rela-
tional cultural capital” by responses to six items
concerning conversations between parents and
the child covering topics such as social issues,
books, films, television programs, how well the
child is doing at school, as well as whether the
child herself enjoys talking with other people
about books or going to the bookstore or library.
The authors run regressions, separately for each
country, estimating the effects of relational and
cultural capital on the student’s reading test
score and sense of belonging at school, control-
ling parental education, occupation, and sex.
They find that both cultural capital measures
are positively and significantly associated with
reading test scores for each of the 28 countries,
with the relational measure association slightly
stronger than that of the static measure for a
majority of the countries. The associations of
these variables with sense of belonging is also
generally positive, more consistently so for the
relational cultural capital measure. However,
once again, this study used test scores rather
than grades as the outcome. For a related study
focused on the countries of Eastern Europe see
Bodovski et al. (2016).
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1.5.2 Social Class Differences
in Cognitive Skills
and Academic Work Habits

Studies reviewed in the previous section focused
on the role of parenting as a mediator of the rela-
tionship between SES and educational outcomes,
perhaps involving cognitive skills and work hab-
its as additional mediators. In this section we
focus on studies that do not consider parenting,
but simply consider cognitive skills and work
habits as mediators between social class back-
ground and schooling success.

If cognitive skills and academic work habits
are to mediate the relationship between SES and
course grades, they must first be shown to differ
across social classes, with middle- and upper-
class students showing greater cognitive skills
and academic work habits than students from the
working and lower classes. I now turn to the
empirical evidence on these issues.

Cognitive Skills A relatively large body of
empirical research has demonstrated that social
class differences in cognitive skills begin very
early in life, are of relatively large magnitudes at
kindergarten entry and are, in general, main-
tained through to high school education. Fernald
et al. (2013) found that significant disparities in
vocabulary and language processing efficiency
were already evident at 18 months between
infants from higher- and lower-SES families, and
that by 24 months there was a 6-month gap
between SES groups in processing skills critical
to language development. That is, it was not until
24 months of age that the less advantaged chil-
dren reached the same level of processing speed
and accuracy displayed by the more advantaged
children at 18 months. Hart and Risley (1995)
and Hoff (2003) showed that higher social class
parents speak a very much greater number and
variety of words to their infants and toddlers than
do working-class parents, and these differences
partially explain the larger vocabularies of mid-
dle and upper-class children. Farkas and Beron
(2004) found large SES oral vocabulary gaps at
36 months of age, and subsequent vocabulary
growth rates that were similar across different

SES groups, so that the magnitude of the
36-month SES gap persists at least through to
13 years of age. As discussed earlier, large social
class gaps in cognitive performance are found at
kindergarten entry, and persist as children move
up through the grades. These school readiness
and persistent social class differences in chil-
dren’s cognitive performance are likely due to
combinations of parenting, environmental, and
biological differences between children from
lower- and higher-SES families.

1.5.2.1 Academic Work Habits

As with cognitive skills, social class differences
in task-related work habits are observed very
early in children’s development. Morgan et al.
(2009) estimated SES differences in behaviors at
24 months of age, using data collected from
administration of the Bayley Scales of Infant
Development. They found that when mother and
child were given simple tasks to do, children
from mothers in the lowest education quintile
were more than twice as likely as those from
mothers in the highest education quintile to not
persist at tasks, to be inattentive, to show no
interest, to be uncooperative, and to be frustrated.
Since mother and child performed as a dyad,
these outcomes are suggestive of mother—child
interaction differences across social classes.

By kindergarten entry, the academic work
habits of children in the top SES quintile are 0.6
standard deviation above those of children from
the bottom SES quintile (Duncan and Magnuson
2011, p. 56). By 5th grade this behavior gap has
widened slightly. By 8th grade these gaps have
decreased to about 0.4 standard deviation, and by
12th grade to 0.3 standard deviation (Farkas
2011, p. 79) In kindergarten, children from the
lowest SES quintile show antisocial behaviors
(externalizing problem behaviors) that are 0.3
standard deviation worse than those from the
highest SES quintile. By 5th grade this gap has
increased to 0.5 standard deviation but it
decreases thereafter, to 0.3 SD in 12th grade.
However, this may be at least partly due to the
higher school dropout rate among students with
the worst behaviors, particularly those from
lower- and working-class homes.
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In sum, there is ample evidence showing that
family social class background is a powerful
determinant of academic skills and work habits.
If these are found to strongly determine the
course grades a student receives, then the basic
tenets of the cultural capital theory presented
here will have been supported.

1.5.3 Skills and Habits Determine
Course Grades

Farkas et al. (1990) and Farkas (1996) used data
collected from the Dallas School District to esti-
mate portions of the model presented in Fig. 1.1.
These studies contained measures of poverty,
academic skills and work habits, and course
grades. They lacked measures of parenting, but
they did have separate measures of basic aca-
demic skills (measured by the Iowa Test of Basic
Skills) and of the actual coursework mastery of
the students in the 7th and 8th grade social stud-
ies classes from which the study sample was
drawn (this measure is drawn from a curriculum
referenced test administered uniformly within the
Dallas schools).

These researchers found that when it comes to
predicting social studies course grades assigned
in 7th and 8th grade, the direct effect of course-
work mastery had an effect size of 0.27, and the
direct effect of basic skills (measured by lan-
guage arts and math scores from the Iowa Test of
Basic Skills) was 0.22. The largest direct effect
was that of academic work habits, with a stan-
dardized coefficient of 0.53. Absenteeism, dis-
ruptiveness, and appearance and dress also had
significant direct effects, but of much smaller
magnitude. The striking finding is that despite
controls for two types of cognitive skills, work
habits still had such a large effect size, even as
late as middle school, when one might expect
cognitive performance to have become much
more important than the student’s work habits.

These are direct effects, with all variables con-
trolled. But in addition, there are indirect effects
in which causally prior variables affect course
grades through their effects on mediators. One
such mediator is coursework mastery. This is

most strongly determined by Basic Skills and
Work Habits. The path model in Fig. 1.2 shows
the results of putting these effect estimates
together into a single model. Basic skills has a
direct effect of 0.22 on course grades plus an
indirect effect of 0.38 x 0.27 = 0.10 via course-
work mastery, for a total effect of 0.32. Work
habits has a direct effect of 0.53 on course grades
plus an indirect effect 0.32 x 0.27 = 0.09, for a
total effect of 0.62. Coursework mastery itself
has a direct effect of 0.27. Other effects are much
smaller, with the largest of these being days
absent, with a direct effect of —0.15. In sum, aca-
demic work habits exert the strongest effect on
teacher-assigned course grades in 7th and 8th
grade social studies, with a total effect size of
0.62. That is, increasing these work habits by 1
standard deviation would lead to a course grade
increase of 0.62 of a standard deviation. By con-
trast, basic skills have an effect only about half
this size, and the effect of coursework mastery is
smaller still.

Group differences in work habits also
accounted for large portions of race gaps in aca-
demic achievement. For example, other findings
included the fact that Asian children, scoring
high on academic work habits, received a double
benefit from these behaviors. First, these work
habits strongly and positively affected course-
work mastery, which raised their grades.
However, over and above this effect via course-
work mastery, Asians’ good work habits earn an
extra reward by further raising their grades.

These are striking findings. It has been widely
believed that during the early elementary grades,
when children are being trained to have good aca-
demic learning habits, these habits form a signifi-
cant portion of the teacher-assigned course grade.
But it has also been believed that in middle and
high school, where students have different teach-
ers for different academic subjects, and the focus
is on learning the assigned material, tests and
other objective measures of such learning play
the largest role in course grade assignment. Yet,
this is not what we have found for 7th and 8th
grade social studies. Of course these data are
from the late 1980s, in only one city. It would be
valuable to have research updating these findings
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to a more recent time period and to the nation as
a whole. More generally, a structural equation
model could be estimated in which the habitus is
a latent variable, with test scores and academic
work habits as indicators. Or, perhaps a better
model would involve two latent habitus variables,
one for cognitive ability and the other for habits
and behaviors. Then test scores would be the
indicators of cognitive skills, and teacher reported
judgments of student work habits and other
behaviors as the indicators of the latent habits
and behaviors variable. This would seem to be
the appropriate operationalization of a model in
which the student’s habitus is not directly
observed.

Research by Blanchard and Muller (2015) fur-
ther supports the importance of academic work
habits in determining the teacher-assigned course
grade. This study analyzes ELS:2002 data to test
whether teacher-perceived student work habits
mediate the relationship between being an immi-
grant student and the course grade received in
10th grade math. The authors find that the teach-
er’s perception that the student “works hard” is
positively related to the student’s course grade,
with (after controls) an effect size of 0.62
SD. This is a very strong effect, which is likely at
least partly inflated by the authors’ failure to con-
trol test scores in the analysis.

1.5.4 Child Care

Parenting activities are not the only way that chil-
dren’s school-related habitus and cultural capital
may be shaped. Federal and state preschool pro-
grams for low-income children were designed to
compensate for SES differences in the stimulat-
ing, nurturing, and healthful aspects of home
environments. Head Start, and most recently
state-run preschool programs, serve many, but
not all, low-income children, since Head Start is
not fully funded. The best of these programs
operate in child care centers utilizing a “whole
child” model of comprehensive service provi-
sion, including health- and family-related ser-
vices. Research has shown that these programs
do increase cognitive performance, although

unfortunately the effect sizes are small, and fade
out by second grade (Puma et al. 2010). In addi-
tion, many higher-income families also send their
children to child care centers, which are often of
higher quality than those utilized by low-income
families, thereby exacerbating rather than reduc-
ing SES differentials in the cognitive stimulation
and support provided to preschoolers. Further,
research has shown that longer time periods in
out-of-home child care tend to be associated with
more conflictual relationships between the child
and both teachers and the child’s mother, although
this effect is reduced when the care is of higher
quality (Early Child Care Research Network
2005). Overall, and particularly for cognitive
skills, preschool programs can play a role in
complementing or even substituting for the
efforts of parents to prepare children for kinder-
garten entry. There is a very large research litera-
ture on this, which I do not have the space to
consider here. For a useful starting point, see the
meta-analysis by Duncan and Magnuson (2013).

1.5.5 Peer Effects

In addition to the family and teachers, the peer
group has been found to exert significant effects
on the educational success of students. That
working- and lower-class peer groups, particu-
larly among males, can create a culture antithet-
ical to school achievement has long been
reported by ethnographic studies. This has been
reported within both White and Black low-
income peer groups (Ogbu 1978, 2003; Willis
1977; Macleod 1995; Anderson 1999; Tyson
et al. 2005) and has led to a spirited controversy
regarding the existence of an “oppositional cul-
ture,” in which, among both male and female
Black students, striving for academic achieve-
ment is denigrated as “acting White” (Fordham
and Ogbu 1986; Ainsworth-Darnell and Downey
1998; Downey and Ainsworth-Darnell 2002;
Farkas et al. 2002; Carter 2005; Fryer and
Torelli 2010). The reality of this effect may be
inferred from the well-established finding that,
all other things equal, the higher the percentage
of Black students in a school, the lower the aver-
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age academic achievement of students in the
school (Mickelson et al. 2013). Of course other
explanations, including lower-quality teachers,
are also possible.

But what about peer effects of having a high
percentage of working- and lower-class students
in a school? Palardy (2013) found that even
among otherwise similar students, attending a
school where the average student comes from a
high-SES family significantly increases the prob-
ability of high school graduation and college
enrollment. He concludes that these effects are
largely explained by peer effects, which tend to
be negative in low-SES schools. Once again, the
likely mediating mechanism is lower levels of
academic work habits where the student peer
group comes largely from working- and lower-
class homes. Similar findings have been reported
by Anderson (1999), Carrell and Hoekstra (2010),
Hanushek et al. (2003), Morris (2008), and Willis
(1977) among others.

1.5.6 Biological Make-Up
and Health

Beginning even before birth, children from low-
SES households experience lower-quality health
than higher-SES children. Low-SES children are
more likely to experience growth retardation and
inadequate neurobehavioral development in
utero. These children are also more likely to be
born prematurely, at low birth weight, with a dis-
ability, or with fetal alcohol syndrome or
AIDS. These outcomes are typically due to poor
prenatal care, poor nutrition and maternal sub-
stance use during pregnancy, and living in an
environment where violence is common and con-
taining toxins such as lead and airborne pollut-
ants. Further, when low-income children
experience a health problem or disability they are
less likely than higher-SES children to receive
adequate health care (Bradley and Corwyn 2002).
There is insufficient space here to review this
very large literature. But there is little doubt that
the biological and health differences between
children from low and middle social class back-
grounds play a significant role in the development

of social class differences in the school-related
habitus of these children. (For additional reading
see Currie and Reichman (2015), and the litera-
ture cited there.)

Academic Work Habits
as Personality Traits

1.6

Once we moved past studies restricting cultural
capital to behaviors and skills associated with
elite “high culture” we found a great commonal-
ity among the skills and habits reported by eth-
nographers as being central to different
subcultural repertoires, those included by psy-
chologists in scales of quality parenting such as
the HOME, those explicitly listed on report cards
to be graded by teachers, and those work habits
that are empirically found to join cognitive per-
formance as being most predictive of the grades
assigned by teachers. As noted by Farkas (2003),
these are the same characteristics included in the
concept of ‘“conscientiousness” that industrial
psychologists find to be the only one of the “big
five” personality characteristics to predict job
performance and wages. These are the same char-
acteristics that the Knowledge is Power Program
(KIPP n.d.) schools, the charter school network
with the most well-documented positive effects,
uses as the basis of their “contract” with
students.

These conscientious academic work habits
have been somewhat neglected by sociologists of
education, even as economists and psychologists
have concentrated on them, in some cases claim-
ing that they hold the key to improving the school-
ing and life outcomes of children from
low-income households. Thus, Borghans et al.
(2008) and Heckman and Kautz (2014) empha-
size personality traits, particularly conscientious-
ness, as the key to success in school and life.
These authors refer to the work of psychologist
Roberts (2009), who states that “conscientious-
ness is a personality trait, which is defined as a
‘tendency to respond in certain ways under cer-
tain circumstances,’ ...the tendency to think, feel,
and behave in a relatively enduring and consistent
fashion across time in trait-affording situations.”
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Note that this is very close to the definition of
habitus discussed earlier. Heckman and Kautz go
on to list the American Psychology Dictionary
description of conscientiousness, its facets,
related skills, and analogous childhood tempera-
ment skills. The word is defined as the tendency
to be organized, responsible, and hardworking. It
includes competence (efficient), order (orga-
nized), dutifulness (not careless), achievement
striving (ambitious), self-discipline (not lazy),
and deliberation (not impulsive). Related skills
are grit, perseverance, delay of gratification,
impulse control, achievement striving, ambition,
and work ethic. Analogous childhood tempera-
ment skills are attention/(lack of) distractibility,
effortful control, impulse control/delay of gratifi-
cation, persistence, and activity.

These traits and behaviors are similar to the
academic work habits we have emphasized
throughout this chapter. Almlund et al. (2011)
report effect sizes for intelligence and each of the
big five personality traits in their effects on years
of education attained. The largest effect is for
conscientiousness, with an effect size of 0.25.
The next largest effect is for intelligence. The
other personality traits either have no or much
smaller effects. This finding, in which academic
work habits have even stronger effects on educa-
tional attainment than test scores, is reminiscent
of Farkas’ (1996) findings on the relative strength
of effect of test scores and work habits on course
grades. For a wide-ranging discussion of the
importance of grit in life success see Duckworth
(2016). Here we see another example of the con-
vergence of viewpoints in sociology, economics,
and psychology.

1.7  Policy Implications

What are the policy implications of the finding
that teacher-judged academic work habits are a
major mediating factor for the strong positive
relationship between family social class back-
ground and student success in school? Can this
finding be employed to increase the school suc-
cess of children from lower- and working-class
families?

The Knowledge is Power (KIPP n.d.) charter
schools appear to have done just that. First devel-
oped by two Teach for America teachers in 1994,
this network of charter schools now numbers
more than 180 schools across the country. Their
highly structured program for children from low-
income households includes commitment state-
ments that must be agreed to by teachers, parents,
and students. That for students reads as follows:

e I will always work, think, and behave in the
best way I know how, and I will do whatever it
takes for me and my fellow students to learn.
This also means that I will complete all my
homework every night, I will call my teachers
if I have a problem with the homework or a
problem with coming to school, and I will
raise my hand and ask questions in class if [ do
not understand something.

e [ will always behave so as to protect the safety,
interests, and rights of all individuals in the
classroom. This also means that I will always
listen to all my KIPP teammates and give
everyone my respect.

e ] am responsible for my own behavior, and I
will follow the teachers’ directions.

This is nothing other than the academic work
habits discussed throughout this chapter.
Similarly, the pledge that must be signed by par-
ents reads as follows:

‘We will make sure our child arrives at KIPP every
day by 7:25 a.m. (Monday-Friday) or boards a
KIPP bus at the scheduled time. We will always
help our child in the best way we know how and
we will do whatever it takes for him/her to learn.
This also means that we will check our child’s
homework every night, let him/her call the teacher
if there is a problem with the homework, and try to
read with him/her every night. We will always
make ourselves available to our children and the
school, and address any concerns they might have.
This also means that if our child is going to miss
school, we will notify the teacher as soon as pos-
sible, and we will carefully read any and all papers
that the school sends home to us.

Here the emphasis on checking homework
and reading with the student every night reflects
the kinds of good parenting behaviors embodied
in the HOME score instrument.
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What has been the impact of KIPP schools on
the students attending them? The answer is that
they have shown significant positive effects on
reading and math achievement at elementary,
middle and high school levels (Angrist et al.
2010, 2012; Nichols-Barrer et al. 2015; Tuttle
et al. 2015). These results appear to be the bright-
est spot in a great variety of school structure
experiments that have been unleashed by the
charter schools movement. This is perhaps the
strongest evidence yet for the overwhelming
importance of student skills, habits, and styles in
the determination of student outcomes, and the
possibility of fostering increased school success
for students from low-income and working-class
families by creating a schooling environment
within which these students can improve these
skills, habits, and styles.

1.8  Summary and Discussion

I began this chapter by discussing social repro-
duction, arguably the most important empirical
finding in the sociology of education. Seeking to
understand the mechanisms by which the chil-
dren of middle- and upper-class parents attain
greater school success than lower- and working-
class children, I explicated Bourdieu’s theory of
cultural capital, which supposes that parents from
different social classes imbue children with dif-
ferent sorts of habitus, or dispositions (including
skills) toward action. The resulting habitus dif-
fers across social classes, so that children from
middle and higher social class families tend to
present the cultural capital (cognitive skills and
academic work habits enacted in the classroom
and homework) that are pleasing to, and rewarded
by, teachers, whereas this is less common among
children from lower- and working-class families.
Teachers respond by giving higher report card
grades to the middle- and upper-class students,
leading them to experience more successful aca-
demic trajectories and to attain greater academic
skills and knowledge as they progress up through
the elementary, middle, and high school grade
levels. These more successful K—12 trajectories
then translate into more successful postsecondary

enrollment and completion, leading to more
rewarding (in both the pecuniary and non-
pecuniary sense) employment careers.

I consider this narrative to be consistent with
the work of economist Gary Becker, who brought
great attention to the development and output
from human skills, and of sociologist James
Coleman, who emphasized the importance of
social networks, trust, and the individual’s posi-
tion within a social structure as determinants of
human capital development and deployment.
Sociologist Pierre Bourdieu added a focus on
how the individual’s position in the social struc-
ture affects her habitus, which helps determine
the individual’s enacted educational cultural cap-
ital (skills and behaviors) that are judged by
teacher-gatekeepers  whose feedback and
assigned grades help determine the student’s edu-
cational attainment and thus subsequent occupa-
tional employment and earnings. In this chapter I
have tried to show that cultural capital theory, by
introducing student strategies of action con-
strained by their habitus, producing classroom
cultural capital (skills and work habits) judged by
teachers, offers an integrative focus in which the
study of educational stratification can be
advanced in a way consistent with the visions of
Becker, Coleman, and Bourdieu, as well as many
other sociologists, economists, and psychologists
working on these issues today.

The epigraph was a quotation from Paula
England’s ASA Presidential Address (2016),
where she defined personal characteristics as
“things individuals carry across situations, such
as skills, habits, identities, worldviews, prefer-
ences or values.” England is a gender scholar, and
does not generally undertake research in the soci-
ology of education. She writes about skills and
habits because she is treating them as central to
the “social structure and personality” theorizing
that, she argues, offers an important vantage
point for understanding a very wide variety of
outcomes across the social world. She concen-
trates on two examples. One is the finding that
more women than men report being bisexual. The
second is that disadvantaged women use contra-
ception less consistently than more advantaged
women, even when they do not want to get
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pregnant. She argues that in each case, the struc-
turally disadvantaged position of the members of
a group, gay men in the first case, disadvantaged
women in the second, has caused them to inter-
nalize particular skills, habits, identities, world-
views, preferences, or values. For a gay man, this
is a straight identity, which he feels constrained
to present because of the stigma attached to gay-
ness. For the disadvantaged woman, this is a
lesser sense of efficacy—the ability to align your
identity with your goals—which is the result of
the constrained resources available at her place in
the social structure. A principal point of England’s
paper is to argue against the long held view that
any study involving the personal characteristics
of a group that is disadvantaged by the social
structure involves “blaming the victim” (Ryan
1971), a point of view arguing that focusing on
the personal characteristics of disadvantaged
groups shifts the discussion away from the social
structure and instead makes the individual’s situ-
ation “their own fault” But instead, England
argues, examining the personal characteristics of
disadvantaged groups needn’t direct attention
away from the social structure. Instead, it merely
shifts the social structure one step back in the
causal chain, from which it leads to the creation
of the personal characteristics (habitus) which in
turn lead to less than desirable (constrained)
behaviors. That is, the social structure constrains
the individual to become a person who produces
less than desirable behaviors. As England quotes
Wacquant (2005, p. 316), “the society becomes
deposited in persons in the form of lasting dispo-
sitions, or trained capacities and structured pro-
pensities to think, feel and act in determinant
ways, which then guide them.” Thus, the vision
of cultural capital theory presented here is built
upon the now well-demonstrated notion that to
understand the lower academic performance of
working- and lower-class students we need to
understand the social psychology of both the aca-
demic performance and the academic work hab-
its they bring to the school, as well as the
student—teacher interactions and course grades
that result from these interactions.

There are many promising directions for
future research in these areas. One is to seek

improved understanding of those portions of
working- and lower-class family and neighbor-
hood life that are most determinative of student
academic skills and work habits. We have already
seen that the hypothesis that elite cultural activi-
ties are central to the school success of middle-
class children has been empirically rejected. We
have also seen that the parenting activities mea-
sured by instruments such as the HOME explain
only a modest portion of the better academic
skills and work habits of middle- and upper-class
children. We expect that children’s academic
work habits evolve continuously over time, so
that behavior in kindergarten likely reflects pre-
school behavior. And we have also learned that
greater time in lower-quality preschool is associ-
ated with lower attention skills and greater exter-
nalizing behavior (McCartney et al. 2010). Yet
research is only beginning on how parenting,
social structure, and peers shape preschool
behavior, and the four together shape student
behaviors in kindergarten. (For examples of this
work see Henry and Rickman 2007; Neidell and
Waldfogel 2010.) This is just one of many areas
where it would be useful to learn more about par-
enting, peers, skills, and behaviors and their joint
variation across the social structure. In this
regard, recent research has suggested that the test
score achievement gap between children from
families in the top and bottom income quintile
increased significantly in the 1970s and 1980s
(Reardon 2011), but appears to have modestly
narrowed between 1998 and 2010 (Reardon and
Portilla 2015), and these most recent changes
may be at least partly due to narrowing of the
income—parenting gap (Bassok et al. 2016). Such
over-time change in social class differences in
parenting and test scores indicate that social
reproduction is dynamic rather than static, and
should be studied as a dynamic system subject to
a wide variety of forces, importantly including
government policy and public media dissemina-
tion of information about families and parenting.

Another area ripe for investigation is social
class differences in the detailed patterns of aca-
demic work habits within each grade level, and as
students move up the grade levels. Our current
measures of student academic work habits are
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typically restricted to a few questions asked of
the teacher at a single point in time. More detailed
data might provide insights that could be used to
develop interventions, programs, or policies to
improve the academic work habits of working-
and lower-class children. Other promising
research areas include greater attention to how
student course grades evolve over time, and how
these are related to outcomes such as dropout,
high school graduation, college enrollment, and
employment. To the greatest extent possible these
studies should attempt to move beyond merely
correlational evidence, and incorporate evidence
from experimental or quasi-experimental
research designs. If non-experimental data (e.g.,
those in large national data sets like the ECLS-K)
are used, researchers should at least attempt to
use methods such as teacher fixed effects that at
least partially control for possible selection bias.

Also worthy of investigation is the way that
cognitive skills and academic work habits pro-
vide an advantage to children from higher social
class backgrounds in higher education and the
labor market. Empirical research has established
that positive attitudinal/behavioral traits have
effects on wages that are at least as large as those
of cognitive skills (see Hall and Farkas (2011)
and the studies cited there). But the detailed
mechanisms of these effects across varied occu-
pations and industries are unknown. There is
much to study here.

I began with the question, what are the
mechanisms by which children from middle-
and higher social class parents tend to achieve
greater school success than those from lower-
and working-class parents? The evidence
shows that the greater school success of
middle- and upper-class children is due to
their stronger cognitive skills and academic
work habits. These are in turn strongly affected
by parenting, peers, and genetics, as well as
teachers and school climate. Fortunately,
schools such as KIPP have demonstrated that
by creating a culture focused on developing
positive academic work habits and related val-
ues, with buy-in from both teachers and par-
ents, children from lower- and working-class
schools can succeed at school to a greater

extent than has heretofore been demonstrated
by other programs, policies, or interventions.
Efforts to better understand the detailed mech-
anisms by which student skills and habits
determine educational attainment, and how
schools can be managed so as to increase all
three for children from working- and lower-
class households, should be high on the
research agenda of sociologists of education
for many years to come.
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2.1 Introduction
Above, Moje acknowledges that the social con-
texts that sociologists of education need to “shed
light on” are multiple. This multiplicity means
not only that each student lives in a unique social
context, but further, that each young person
grows up negotiating multiple social contexts; it
is the interactions and relationships among and
between these contexts that we must explore.
Children’s educational experiences are influ-
enced by the various cultures and expectations of
their home lives, schools, and communities. It is
important to keep in mind that while there are
many differences across race, class, and culture,
all families want children to do well in school.
However, for some children, the specific cultures
and expectations across home, school, and com-
munity align, working together to nurture and sup-
port the academic and social development of these
young people. The educational experiences of
other children, in contrast, are characterized by
imbalances in power or incongruities in the reali-
ties across these three contexts. Too often, schools
expect racially, linguistically, and culturally
diverse families to adopt the White, middle-class,
Eurocentric norms and values of schools, reinforc-
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ing a power imbalance between home and school.
The contested interactions between families,
schools, and communities have roots in deep ten-
sions about how various stakeholders understand
the role of schools in our society. These stakehold-
ers have engaged repeatedly over questions such
as: How, when, and where should we educate our
children? For what purpose are we educating our
children? What are the impacts on children when
different families, schools, and communities
answer these questions in different ways? And,
most importantly for this chapter, how do research-
ers approach the study of the ways that interac-
tions among home, school, and community
influence students’ experiences and achievement?

This chapter offers our perspective on some
current trends in sociological research, focusing
on the interactions and relationships among three
different contexts: home, school, and community.
Below, we offer a brief historical and theoretical
overview of the literature. Rather than provide
an exhaustive review, we explore the gains that
have been made and the areas that have been
neglected by particular perspectives. We focus on
approaches that allow researchers to explore and
understand the complex power dynamics and ten-
sions that are interwoven throughout research in
this area. We conclude the chapter with a review
of the most recent scholarship and policy and
discuss directions for future work.

2.2  Definitional Considerations

In the last 60 years, researchers, practitioners,
and policy-makers have used different and evolv-
ing terms to refer to the relationship between the
home and school. Cutler (2000, p. 5) described
the home-school relationship at its best as a
“marriage between distinct but reciprocal institu-
tions,” yet parents and teachers have more fre-
quently been characterized as “natural enemies”
(Lightfoot 2004; Waller 1932). Perhaps influ-
enced by underlying assumptions about the
parties involved, some scholars have studied
parental involvement, while others have focused
on “family-school interactions” or “home—

school relationship.” In the field of educational
psychology, the theoretical construct parental
involvement has been the focus of a considerable
body of research in the last 30 years. This litera-
ture tends to focus on the activities and behaviors
that parents do at home (like help with home-
work) or at school (like attend a parent—teacher
conference) that may correlate positively with
student academic achievement. Many studies
have sought to discover what factors mediate
whether or not—or how—parents engage in
activities like these (i.e., Cardona et al. 2012;
Davis-Kean 2005; Hoover-Dempsey and Sandler
1997; Lendrum et al. 2015; Schneider and
Coleman 1993; Smith et al. 1997; Spera 2005;
Wanat 2012; Widding 2012).

Some researchers have critiqued the construct
of parental involvement as limited to specific
forms of engagement dictated by schools. From
this perspective, parents who do not show up for
parent—teacher conferences or school events risk
being labeled as ineffective, uncaring, uninvolved
parents. These critics have proposed a different
framing of the term: family engagement (Epstein
and Sheldon 2002; Ferlazzo and Hammond
2009). In contrast with parental involvement,
which focuses on what parents do (or do not do),
family engagement foregrounds the responsibil-
ity of schools to nurture trusting, two-way rela-
tionships with all parents (Yull et al. 2014).

The particular framing of the research term is
not just rhetoric. Whether researchers choose to
study “parents” or “families” or “home” matters;
just as whether they focus on “parenting style”
(i.e., Darling and Steinberg 1993), “involvement”
or “interaction” or “engagement” or “relationship”
or “participation” (Lewis and Forman 2002). For
instance, Mallett (2004) explored the ways that
sociologists conceptualize “home.” She points out
that both the use of “home” and “family” as socio-
logical terms and the relationship between them
are “keenly contested” (p. 73). She argues that
researchers who use “home” and “family” inter-
changeably are usually drawing on a Eurocentric,
middle-class, heteronormative conceptualization
of a home as a particular kind of house a person
was born in, inhabited by a nuclear family.
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In this chapter, we have deliberately used the
word home because it can encompass all individ-
uals who support a student in the space, including
parents, grandparents, siblings, extended family,
and non-related caregivers. This more expansive
view of the home—school relationship embedded
in a community context is drawn from a collec-
tive orientation towards education. As we will
see, over time, schooling and the act of providing
for the education of children and youth have been
at times the purview of the family, at times the
school, and at other times the community. Each
stakeholder has fought for the responsibility and
right to make decisions that impact the education
of children and youth.

2.3  Historical Antecedents

The relationship between home and school has
been contested for centuries. Over the past
150 years, there have been numerous shifts in the
distribution of power between these two stake-
holders. Before the existence of widespread pub-
lic schools, White American parents had extensive
control of what their children learned and how
and when they learned it. Before the mid-1800s,
most children were primarily educated in the
home by family members, or, for wealthier fami-
lies, by tutors. Some children went to nearby
neighbors’ homes or dame schools for lessons.
With the advent of widespread public schools in
the nineteenth century, however, control over
education generally shifted from the home to the
school (Cutler 2000). As teachers and administra-
tors worked to professionalize and bureaucratize
schooling systems, education came to be seen as
a scientific enterprise that was best left in the
hands of experts. As school systems grew in scale
in the nineteenth century, some educators and
reformers made efforts to formalize contact
between families and schools. For example, in
the 1840s, report cards began to replace face-to-
face communication (Cutler 2000). Parents’
groups (or PTAs) first appeared in the 1880s and
contributed to the institutionalization of further
aspects of the family—school relationship. In the
Progressive Era and then again after World War I,

control and power shifted so far into the hands of
the professionals that some educators began to
scrutinize parenting practices and eventually to
recommend “modifications in the behavior of
families” through parental education programs
(Cutler 2000, p. 8).

In the twentieth century, however, schools
relinquished some of their power and control to
parents. In the 1960s and 1970s, for example,
Parents Rights Movements advocated for
increased decision-making power in public
schools. In 1997, the National Parent Teacher
Association adopted a set of standards or guide-
lines for the home—school relationship based pri-
marily on the work of Joyce Epstein. The
standards highlight the importance of communi-
cation between schools and families, but make it
clear that schools should initiate that communi-
cation. In 2001, No Child Left Behind stipulated
parental involvement as a condition for receiving
federal funding (Reynolds et al. 2015).

Today, most educators and researchers
acknowledge both that children’s first teachers
are their families and that families should be
involved in their children’s academic lives. Still,
despite this more welcoming attitude toward
family involvement in schools, issues of power
and control remain endemic to this relationship.
(Henderson 2007; Lareau and Muifoz 2012).
Henderson delineates four different kinds of
power stances and practices that schools adopt
toward families: the Partnership School, the
Open-Door School, the Come-if-We-Call School
and the Fortress School (p. 14). While any typol-
ogy can over-simplify complex relationships,
Henderson’s work ably captures the different
approaches taken to working with students’
home spaces and the people in them. It also
acknowledges the imbalance of power wielded
by educators in defining these relationships.
More recently, Lareau and Munoz (2012) docu-
ment the tussles over control in middle-class
schools where parents are organized, engaged,
and want to share control with classroom teach-
ers and administration.

Historically, researchers studying parents and
schools tended not to adopt a critical stance.
What this means is that the context, power
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structures, and roles that shaped parental involve-
ment or family involvement in schools were
accepted without critique or question. As
Baquedano-Lépez et al. (2013) note, normative
White middle-class norms have been the default
expectations for family involvement. These
expectations often translated directly into differ-
ential treatment of students. There is a fair
amount of recent research that explores the ways
that these normative expectations for family
involvement shape educational experiences and
outcomes (i.e., Auerbach 2012; Cardona et al.
2012; Reynolds et al. 2015). Rist’s classic (1970)
study regarding teacher expectations and the
way that these expectations played into aca-
demic placement as well as long-term achieve-
ment and outcomes provides an illustrative case.
This seminal article marked a turning point in
thinking about the impact of home influences on
academic outcomes for sociologists of educa-
tion. While interpretations of this article often
rightly focus on the class background of the fam-
ilies and the impact of social class background
on the teacher’s placement of students, this arti-
cle also illustrates the powerful role of family
background and context in shaping how teachers
and school agents interpret family involvement
in education.

There are a few relevant points here for our
analysis of research on the family—school inter-
action. Rist argues that the teacher placement of
students in ability groups was based on attributes
rooted in family background. Thus, the home-
school or family—school connection extends far
beyond the notion of the PTA or report card con-
ferences. Students are in large part products of
their environment, and the most formative envi-
ronmental factor in their lives is the home. There
is power in teachers’ perceptions of students. As
this classic article illustrates, these perceptions
are rooted in familial or home influences on stu-
dents that are often generated in relation to a
hypothetical “ideal type” of successful student,
illustrating the pervasive presence and power of
normative expectations for students and families
(see also Rose 2016 for an extension of this argu-
ment). As Baquedano-Ldpez et al. (2013) note,
these early studies—as well as later formulations

that treated parent or family involvement as a one
size fits all enterprise—miss an essential piece of
the puzzle in understanding how families and
communities’ reciprocal relations with schools
are shaped. They do not take into account the
social context and power dynamics that surround
these relationships. And while some studies in
the last 20 years have begun to address power
differentials, Baquedano-L6pez, Alexander, and
Hernandez contend that much of this work is still
rooted in a deficit narrative about racially, cultur-
ally, and linguistically diverse parents.

Further straining the power dynamics between
families and schools is the fact that each year,
fewer American students are taught by teachers
who share their cultural background. As the
teaching force continues to be predominantly
White and middle-class while the American pub-
lic school student body diversifies, the power dif-
ferential between home and school takes on
added dimensions of race and class. While the
politics of who should decide what and how stu-
dents should learn in school have always been
influenced by issues of race and class, we believe
that these tensions are exacerbated in the present
context in which parents and families are experi-
encing tremendous pressure to advantage their
children by performing in a variety of ways
dictated by White, middle- and upper-class
policy-makers and educators (Baquedano-Lépez
et al. 2013; Horvat and Baugh 2015; Oakes et al.
2015).

Although a handful of recent studies question
this assumption (i.e., Robinson and Harris 2014),
most of the literature we reviewed for this chapter
accepted as a point of departure the premise that
parental involvement and a positive home—school
relationship boosts students’ academic achieve-
ment (i.e., Dusi 2012; Hoover-Dempsey and
Sandler 1997). Epstein and Sanders (2000,
p- 287) summarize this consensus: “It is now gen-
erally agreed that school, family, and community
partnerships are needed in order to improve the
children’s chances for success in school.”
Generally speaking, researchers tend to study the
relationships between parents and schools from
either the parent side of the question or the school
side. From the parent side, researchers theorize
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that parental involvement helps students in the
following ways: Involved parents model their
value for education, which their children then
adopt; involved parents better understand
schools’ expectations for their children, so they
can help their children meet those expectations;
and involved parents provide their children with
extracurricular and academic opportunities that
support in-school learning outside of school
(Crosnoe 2015). Studies on the school side
include research on the efficacy of interventions
designed to reduce inequities in family and com-
munity engagement. A strong home—school rela-
tionship allows schools to better understand the
particular strengths, needs and goals of children
and their families. In addition, researchers have
found that schools favor children whose parents
are involved (Crosnoe 2015).

It is also important to note that the debate
about whether parents or teachers are to blame
when children or schools perform poorly on stan-
dardized tests obscures other possible responsi-
ble parties. As the government has withdrawn
resources from public schooling, teachers have
borne the primary heft of responsibility (and
blame) for educating (and failing to educate)
children. In a situation in which they have chal-
lenging jobs and limited resources, teachers look
for someone else to shift the responsibility to—
and parents are the available suspects. This
increasing tension, aided by the implementation
of high-stakes accountability measures in an
environment of decreasing resources, again
draws our attention to the contested nature of the
home-school-community relationship.

In 2016, we believe it is important to note that
schools’ expectations for parents have increased
in the last 20 years. In order to ensure that their
children receive a quality education, parents must
do more now. Cutler summarized the current
state of the home—school relationship in the fol-
lowing way: “Today it would be unusual for par-
ents to believe that they should not be active at
their children’s school. Educators, reformers, and
even politicians have made such an issue of
parental involvement that many well-meaning
mothers and fathers probably feel guilty about
not being more active than they already are”

(Cutler 2000, p. 207). As we discuss below, this
has important consequences. In particular, we
fear that this trend may increase educational
inequity if parents’ differential capacities to meet
those expectations exacerbate entrenched class
and race patterns of inequality.

2.4  Theoretical Frameworks

Many theoretical perspectives have been
employed in research and policy related to the
interactions between family and school. In under-
standing the research and past practice and
exploring future directions for research and pol-
icy, it is important to understand both these per-
spectives and the strengths and limitations they
bring. Historically, there has been a separation
between home and school in both policy and
research. In other words, researchers who studied
schools rarely explored the influences of family,
and, likewise, family researchers rarely explored
the powerful effects of school on family (Epstein
and Sanders 2000). Often, explorations of the
wider community—including the neighborhood,
after-school issues and care and other community
organizations and resources such as churches,
recreation centers, and libraries—have been
completely excluded in discussions of the home—
school relationship.

More recently, researchers have expanded
their lenses to include a more holistic view of
home and school that, for the most part, acknowl-
edges the overlapping influences present as well
as the important role played by the wider
communities in which families and schools are
situated (Epstein 1987; Epstein and Sheldon
2002; Epstein 2013; Epstein et al. 2013; Smith
et al.1997). Below, we review some of the signifi-
cant theoretical perspectives that have informed
sociological research on the relationships and
interactions between schools and families. In
doing so, we highlight the contributions of some
scholars and inevitably miss others. As noted
previously, researchers operating from a psycho-
logical perspective have produced a rich litera-
ture on the role of parent involvement in student
achievement (see, for example, Hoover-Dempsey
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and Sandler 1997; Hoover-Dempsey et al. 2001).
A thorough review of this body of literature is
outside the scope of this chapter (see Kim and
Sheridan 2015 for an excellent foundational
overview of this work). In contrast, our goal in
this chapter is to shine a light on some of the sem-
inal ideas that have informed sociological
research in this area.

2.4.1 Social Capital

Without question, one of the concepts most cen-
tral to any understanding of communities and
schools is social capital. Mentioned by almost all
of the major researchers in the field, social capital
refers to the value of the relationships of an indi-
vidual or group. James Coleman (1987) explored
the social capital found within and surrounding
families, as well as in the relationships between
families, communities, and schools. His work
with Thomas Hoffer and Sally Kilgore (1982) on
social capital in Catholic schools found that the
community support and shared values that
inhered in these environments were critical to
their success. Coleman’s work is foundational to
the understanding of school-home—community
relations, as it brought significant national atten-
tion to the role of culture in both schools and in
families as an important variable. Though the
findings of the Coleman Report are often misun-
derstood, and his work was often over-simplified
to be understood as simply finding that family
background matters more than money in achiev-
ing school success, a more careful reading of
Coleman’s work finds a groundbreaking focus on
the relationships among family background,
community resources, the effects of social class,
and school success.

Coleman and his colleagues’ focus on the role
of social capital in understanding school success
highlighted the relationship between the family
and school as a key variable in understanding
schooling outcomes. Others in the field drew on
this foundational work. James Comer (1995,
2015), who came to work in school improvement

from a background in psychiatry in the early
1960s, adopted a developmental whole-child
approach. Comer and his team at the Yale Child
Study Center were asked to work with high-
poverty low-performing schools in New Haven,
CT. They adopted what we might now call a
strengths-based approach that emphasized the
role of social capital in school improvement
(Comer 1995). Comer notes, “the social capital
needed for school and life success is not provided
in most public schools serving non-mainstream
families” (2015). Moreover, Comer acknowl-
edged not only the importance of connections as
an aspect of social capital but also the trust
embedded in these relationships. Comer’s School
Development Model thus included a strong
emphasis on the construction of trusting relation-
ships across and among students, parents, teach-
ers, and a wide array of actors in the surrounding
community. Comer’s training was in psychiatry
and his model, therefore, logically focuses on the
importance of attending to the psychological and
individual developmental needs and safety of
children as they proceed through school.
However, unlike his predecessors from the field
of psychology, Comer emphasized the develop-
ment of trusting relationships—social capital—
in his model for school improvement.

Like Coleman’s school improvement model,
Epstein’s (Epstein and Sanders 2000; Epstein
et al. 2013) far more recent work on school, fam-
ily, and community partnerships draws on the
concept of social capital. Epstein’s “theory of
overlapping spheres of influence” highlights the
capacity of educators, parents, and community
members to work together in the service of stu-
dents. Epstein’s description of ‘“school-like”
homes (p. 36) in which a family’s expectations of
children at home are similar to the expectations
of teachers in schools acknowledges the impor-
tance of consistent values and expectations across
these spheres.

While both Comer and Epstein acknowledge
the power of social capital in their models, nei-
ther takes a particularly sociological view. What
we mean by this is that the work does not focus
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on what some see as the inherent conflict between
schools and families, nor does it provide an anal-
ysis that accounts for the differential amounts of
power that people from different social classes
and positions in society can wield. As some
scholars have noted, the work often downplays
the role of conflict or tension between parents
and schools (Lareau and Horvat 1999; Lareau
and Mufioz 2012; Lewis and Forman 2002). In
addition, we argue that this work does not suffi-
ciently account for the importance of particularly
class but also cultural, racial, and ethnic differ-
ences in shaping home-school-community
relationships.

In our view, this theoretical difference stems
from fundamentally different theoretical formu-
lations of social and cultural capital. Comer,
Epstein, Coleman, Putnam, and others view
social capital as a readily shared commodity
within families and communities. Bourdieu’s
conceptualization (Bourdieu 1986; Bourdieu and
Wacquant 1992), which provides the foundation
for Lareau (2000, 2003) and her followers’ work,
takes a more critical stance. In Bourdieu’s formu-
lation, all forms of capital (social, cultural, sym-
bolic) are not created equal. They are the product
of the family social class background and are—
and this is the important point—differentially
valued by dominant societal institutions, includ-
ing schools. As Lareau (2014) notes in explaining
the central finding of her seminal 2003 work, “the
key issue was not the intrinsic nature of parenting
itself, but rather the uneven rewards dominant
institutions bestowed on different types of strate-
gies.” Research like Lareau’s represents a move
away from simply examining best practices or
from attempting to build relationships across
overlapping spheres of influence in a child’s life
to include a focus on the powerful ways in which
some displays and activities are accorded value
by dominant and powerful institutions, most
notably schools, and others are not. This acknowl-
edgement of the differential power accorded
forms of social and cultural capital by dominant
institutions lays the groundwork for a more critical

approach (i.e., Auerbach 2012; Baquedano-
Lopez et al. 2013; Reay 1999; Reynolds et al.
2015; Williams and Sanchez 2012).

Central to the critical work investigating the
relations between home, school, and community
is a deeper and more nuanced exploration into the
factors that promote strong relationships across
these stakeholders using this concept of social
capital. The work of the Consortium on Chicago
School Research (Bryk and Schneider 2002,
2003; Bryk et al. 2010) explored the important
role of trust in these social relationships. We
review the practical implications of this work in
subsequent sections, however, here we note the
theoretical sophistication of this work that
focused explicitly on the notion of relational trust
as a key variable in promoting positive relation-
ships across stakeholders. This work both valued
the resources that promoted trust and school suc-
cess that reside in low-income communities and
implicitly recognized the power of parents and
communities in advancing school reform in rela-
tionship with school agents. With careful, detailed
and extensive data collection, Bryk and Schneider
identified the components of relational trust:
respect, personal regard, competence in core role
responsibilities, and personal integrity. They
show that the benefits of developing trust across
these domains are vast. This work illustrated that
trust is the “connective tissue that binds individu-
als together to advance the education and welfare
of students” (Bryk and Schneider 2003) and pro-
vided a theoretical and empirical base for further
development of critical research and practices to
bridge the divides across home, school, and
community.

These more recent theoretical developments
that place power at the heart of the analysis and
use a more contextualized and inclusive notion of
“family” that includes relevant actors from the
home and community provide a theoretical foun-
dation for understanding collective parental and
community engagement in schooling. We hope
that future research continues to shift away from
an “all players are equal” over-generalization and
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toward a stance that recognizes the power inher-
ent in institutions and takes seriously the unequal
distribution of power across race and social class.

2.4.2 Thelmportance of Power:
A Critical Approach to Family-
School Relations

Recent scholarship has translated these theoreti-
cal notions into a reconceptualization of the
home—school-community relationship incorpo-
rating notions of power and privilege into the
analysis. In an excellent critical review of the lit-
erature on parent involvement in schools,
Baquedano-Lopez et al. (2013) identify and
describe five ways that academic discourse and
public policy have framed the relationship
between parents and schools. Baquedano-Lopez
and her colleagues contend that although several
of these tropes seem like common sense, each
also is drawn from a White middle-class American
worldview and hides a deficit view of nondomi-
nant parents and families, specifically low-income
families, families of color, and families who are
immigrants. We understand Baquedano-Lopez,
Alexander, and Hernandez’ use of the term trope
as a deliberate choice meant to signal the accepted,
common, and often overused nature of the stories
or narratives employed to explain the relationship
between parents and schools. Instead of the term
narrative, which could also signal an agreed-upon
point of view or story that gives meaning to a par-
ticular set of circumstances, the authors use frope
to indicate that these viewpoints are widely held,
often unquestioned, and embedded into the short-
hand of the lexicon. In this context, the use of the
term trope implies a cynical and critical approach
to the narratives used to explain family—school
relationships that highlights the taken-for-granted
nature of these viewpoints. Because so much of
the research and practice on parent involvement in
schools takes as an underlying assumption one or
more of these tropes, we briefly review them here.

Several of the tropes discussed below fall into
the first and largest discursive frame: Parents as
Problems. Although current programs and poli-
cies are eager to avoid deficit discourses, under-

lying much of the new rhetoric remains a view of
families, particularly nondominant families, as
ineffective at preparing their children for school
and life. From this perspective, poor child-rearing
practices and so-called ‘“broken homes” are
responsible for national and international
achievement gaps and the perceived decline of
American public schools.

Second, Baquedano-Lopez and her colleagues
identify the trope Parents as First Teachers: The
literature and policy on early childhood educa-
tion takes as a beginning point that parents are
their children’s first teachers. The creation of
federally-funded programs intended to close the
“school readiness gap” often begins with the
assumption that nondominant parents are failing
at this role, and therefore require training and
intervention to perform the “right” (i.e., middle-
class, White, Eurocentric) kinds of behaviors and
interactions with their children.

A related trope is Parents as Learners.
Baquedano-Loépez and her colleagues argue that
many family literacy programs sponsored by pro-
grams like the Workforce Investment Act, ESEA,
and the Head Start Act draw on a decontextual-
ized understanding of literacy that assumes that
some parents need support in gaining fundamen-
tal tools and understandings so that they can
assist their children in school. This perspective
ignores the home literacy practices that families
may already be engaging in and prioritizes those
practices valued by the dominant culture.

Increasingly prominent in the legislation and
literature is the frame of Parents as Partners.
While the rhetoric of partnership implies equal
footing, a closer look at legislation like Title I
reveals that while the term “partner” is used, the
mandated parent’s role is passive and relegated to
surveillance activities such as “monitoring atten-
dance, homework completion, and TV watching”
(Baquedano-Lopez et al. 2013, p. 155). The lim-
its of these prescribed activities suggest that,
from this perspective, the ideal parent’s role may
be more like that of a “compliance officer” or
“watchdog” rather than a partner (Baquedano-
Lopez et al. 2013, p. 155).

The final trope, Parents as Choosers and
Consumers, highlights the role of parents in an
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increasingly privatized, market-based model of
education wherein parents are expected to make
decisions like choosing which school their chil-
dren will attend. Baquedano-Lopez and her col-
leagues argue that this frame is limiting in that it
relegates parental involvement to the act of
choosing from a limited set of options.
Furthermore, the discourse of choice often hides
underlying structural inequalities. As Baquedano-
Lopez et al. contend, “the mechanisms of choice
create a hierarchical system of inequitable distri-
bution that harms nondominant families when
that choice does not contest neighborhood segre-
gation, racialized tracking, or inequitable
resource/opportunity provisions, and existing
systems of power harmful to nondominant peo-
ples” (2013, p. 156).

Many other recent empirical studies have
brought a critical lens to the study of home-
community—school relationships that questions
the assumption that families must always adapt to
schools’ values and expectations. For instance, a
recent study focused on a course that preservice
teachers take that is intended to help them develop
family-centered involvement practices,
framing the issue of creating positive home—
school-community relationships as at least partly
the responsibility of teacher education programs
(Amatea et al. 2012). Evans (2014) explored the
ways that diverse parents made use of a
community-based organization, instead of the
local school, in order to meet some of their chil-
dren’s educational needs, highlighting parents’
commitments to their children’s education as
well as the important role of community-based
organizations in furthering those commitments.
Jefferson (2015) studied the administrative and
institutional barriers that prevented parents from
fully participating in a school-turnaround pro-
cess, even when some of these practices and poli-
cies were intended to foster parent participation.
Jefferson’s work highlights the complexities of
enacting policies that are, at least superficially,
designed to support home—school relationships.

As another example of recent critical work,
Yull et al. (2014) used Critical Race Theory as a
conceptual framework as they conducted focus
group interviews with middle-class parents of

re-

color in a Northeastern urban school district. In
conversation with the parents, Yull and her col-
leagues discovered that the parents saw the rac-
ism and the cultural incompetence of the school
staff as a barrier to their effective engagement
with the school. As the study was conducted as
part of a larger community-based participatory
action research approach project, the team of
university-based researchers shared the parents’
concerns with the school district administrators
and collaborated to revise the district’s strategic
plan. We find research like this to be exciting for
several reasons: First, it genuinely takes up the
concerns of parents of color, and second, the
collaborative, action research design means that
not only does this study contribute to the
research literature, it also seeks to immediately
improve the conditions for home—school inter-
actions in this community. Indeed, universities
ought to consider themselves part of the com-
munities that can contribute both to individual
student academic success and the creation of
positive learning environments and school cul-
tures (McAlister 2013).

2.5 New Developments

in School, Home,

and Community Connection
Research: Escalating
Demands on Parents

and Community Organizing

In recent years a growing body of research on
school choice (Buckley and Schneider 2003;
Henig 1995; Goyette 2008, 2014; Kisida and
Wolf 2010; Ravitch 2010, 2013) has demon-
strated the escalating demands on parents. As
school choice options increase, so, too, do par-
ents’ responsibilities. For most of the twentieth
century, the only real public school choice that
families had was the choice they could make
through moving neighborhoods. Many families
who could afford to do so moved to areas with
schools with better reputations (Coons and
Sugarman 1978). In the twenty-first century,
however, with the rapid expansion of charter
schools, magnet schools, citywide admission
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schools, themed schools, and others, the number
of schooling choices families must make for their
children has increased dramatically. While some
families still live in districts where the only cost-
free option is to send children to the local neigh-
borhood school, a growing number of American
parents—including White, middle-class subur-
ban parents—must use their social networks and
“do their research” (Altenhofen et al. 2016) in
order to ascertain which schools to apply to.
Previous research has found that parents con-
sider a number of criteria when deciding which
school to send their children to, including the
following factors: academics (Schneider et al.
1996), extracurricular activities (Harris and
Larsen 2014), social networks (Schneider et al.
1996; Cucchiara 2013a, b), safety (Stewart and
Wolf 2014), location (Goyette 2008, 2014), and
the racial demographics of the school (Altenhofen
et al. 2016). In weighing these factors, it appears
that parents engage in a multi-step decision-
making process that involves steps such as con-
sulting with friends who are parents and/or
education professionals, researching prospective
schools on the internet, and visiting prospective
schools (Altenhofen et al. 2016; Harris and
Larsen 2014). This growing list of activities
engaged in by parents in selecting a school are
part of an ever escalating constellation of activi-
ties that are increasingly expected of parents.
Horvat and Baugh (2015) divide these escalat-
ing pressures related to school choice into three
inter-related categories. First, parents are experi-
encing increased pressure “to secure a viable
educational setting for their child.” Horvat and
Baugh explain that in previous iterations of our
schooling system, schools and teachers have
been the first to blame when children are not
learning. Increasingly, however, parents are seen
as the responsible parties for sending their chil-
dren to “failing” schools. Second, Horvat and
Baugh describe the increased competition to
secure a seat in a high-performing school.
Researchers have documented phenomena such
as parents camping out in front of schools in
order to register their children, engaging in
schemes to demonstrate that they are residents in
the catchments of desired schools, putting chil-

dren on waitlists years before they enter a partic-
ular school/grade, and becoming intensely
emotionally invested in charter school lotteries.
Finally, many of these non-traditional public
schools require parents to be involved in particu-
lar ways that schools specify, such as volunteer-
ing a certain number of hours per year, or
becoming organizers, fundraisers, or activists in
the service of the school. Perhaps ironically,
many of the proponents of school choice pro-
grams use as their most formidable argument the
desire to increase family engagement in the edu-
cation system, to make public education more
accessible and democratic (Coons and Sugarman
1978). Research has also examined the nature of
parental involvement.

Some scholars (Lareau and Mufoz 2012;
Horvat et al. 2003) have noted the individualistic
nature of most research and policy related to
parental involvement. These scholars find that
most research has examined the effect of individ-
ual parents on their child’s educational experi-
ences and has largely ignored the collective nature
of some parental involvement in schools. Other
work has explored the tension between the indi-
vidual aims of parents to advance their own child’s
educational success and taking actions that bene-
fit children collectively (Cucchiara and Horvat
2009). In this era of increasing demands on par-
ents and a political climate that calls for parents to
advocate for their children, a broader approach
that includes the study of parents working together
collectively to effect education reform is vitally
important. In addition, we have seen a rise in the
incidence of community organizing for educa-
tional reform. This collective approach and efforts
to document and promote community organizing
as a strategy for reform are most effectively cap-
tured by the work of Mark Warren and Jeannie
Oakes and their colleagues (Oakes and Rogers
2006; Warren and Mapp 2011).

Building on the early seminal work in this
area by Dennis Shirley (1997), Warren and Mapp
(2011, p. 5) note: “Community organizing offers
a fresh approach to addressing educational failure
as a part of a larger effort to build power for mar-
ginalized communities and tackle issues associ-
ated with poverty and racism inside and outside
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of schools.” The perspective offered by commu-
nity organizing builds on many of the theoretical
notions discussed earlier, namely social capital—
the paramount importance of power and trust in
relationships—as well as a contextual strengths-
based approach to school improvement. Warren
and Mapp’s book provides powerful examples of
community organizing to improve schools from
around the country. The authors find that com-
munity organizing is a relational process that
“brings a powerful bottom-up thrust to education
reform efforts” (p. 251). This approach not only
focuses on schools but also on the communities
in which schools reside, and works to address
“educational failure as a part of a larger effort to
build power for marginalized communities and
tackle issues associated with poverty and racism
inside and outside of schools” (p. 5).

The community organizing paradigm brings a
strengths-based approach to school reform and
community involvement by recognizing and
valuing the assets to be found in all communities,
including low-income communities. The
approach “takes power seriously” (p. 251),
attending to historic mistrust in the building of
relationships in the community and clearly rec-
ognizing the differential power accorded to insti-
tutions and individuals. Lastly, this approach is
community- rather than  parent-focused.
Providing for the effective education of children
and youth is a collective community endeavor, at
times requiring professional facilitation to build
the capacity for collaboration. As Oakes and her
colleagues (2015) note, it takes the investment of
time to build the required relationships and
develop common understandings so that effective
collective action can be taken.

This approach has implications for leadership
and teaching. While community organizing is not
usually led by teachers, teachers and school lead-
ers can be powerful allies in this work. As
Oakes and her colleagues argue, the strategies of
community organizing—"building relationships,
forging common meanings about teaching and
learning and taking action together” (p. 349)—are
key elements to creating strong ties to students’
homes and communities. Cooper et al. (2011)
argue that leaders must enter these relationships

with a “spirit of humility and an openness to the
full emotional presence” of the families. In addi-
tion, leaders and teachers must adopt a Freirian
stance that positions them as “no longer the sole
possessors of knowledge and power” (p. 781).
This practical advice to teachers and leaders from
a community organizing perspective clearly has
roots in the sociological tradition that acknowl-
edges the power at work in institutions and indi-
viduals that shapes educational outcomes. The
focus on the importance of building trusting rela-
tionships to advance educational aims draws on
the key tenets of social capital.

Directions for Future
Research: Relationships
and Context

2.6

We see potential for future work in further explor-
ing the relationships between and among schools,
homes and communities. Indeed, we must redefine
the way in which research is conducted and policy
is drafted to acknowledge the differences inherent
across geographical contexts as well as expand our
work to cross the boundaries of homes, schools,
and communities. With federally funded programs
such as Promise Neighborhoods, modeled on the
Harle