Children Learn What They Live; An analysis of the economic and cultural status quo reproduction within the American Educational System


The American dream of achievement has attracted millions to the land of opportunity for hundreds of years.  Yet not all arenas of American life promote an even chance for success.  The capitalist economy would not be able to survive without an unequal distribution of power, someone must be the owner of the factory, another the worker.  American cultural values also need a dominant group to set the trends of what is accepted and what is not concerning ways of being, thinking and acting.  The cultural and economic systems cannot exist without one group to dominate and others to subordinate and follow the rules established by the powerful.  The educational system is just one part of society in which inequality among groups of the population exist.  Racial and socioeconomic factors often influence the educational outcomes of students within America.  Those of minority races and low socioeconomic status are less likely to achieve while members of the majority and high economic status find abundant success in today’s current educational system.  This uneven achievement of minorities and lower class citizens when compared to the majority race and upper class status results from the reproductive processes within the educational system.  In this paper I will argue that the public education system in America reproduces the economic and cultural status quo, failing to provide an effective mechanism of social mobility for all groups.  By first evaluating the evidence of sociologists such as Bowels and Gintis, Anyon, Bourdeiu, Collins and Entwiesel, Alexander and Oleson as well as  incorporating the evidence I found while observing a local middle school it will be unmistakably clear just how the American educational system reproduces inequality for some groups.  

Literature Review


Reproduction of the economic status quo within public education is best supported by the research and theories of Bowles and Gintis as well as Anyon.  In 1976 Samuel Bowles and Herbert Gintis released a work entitled “Schooling in Capitalist America” arguing that schools are “agencies for reproducing the social relations of production necessary to keep the capitalistic system working “(Bowles and Gintis, 1976). The two sociologists claimed that the relationships within the school concerning the hierarchy of power mimic the relationships within the working community, forming what is  known as the correspondance principle (Bowles and Gintis, 1976).  Their research stated that the “superindentent to princple, princple to teacher and teacher to student relationships” are identical to the CEO to vice president, vice president to managers, and managers to employees relationships in the workplace.  In order for the capitalist system in the American economy to be successful there must be a way of distributing the population, fair or unfair into a hierarchy of power (Bowels and Gintis ,1976).   Once firmly implanting a hierarchy this structure is responsible for separating the groups into their designated occupational position in society.  The controversy of reproduction within education stems from the fact that this distribution is unequal concerning the socioeconomic status of groups.  The minority of the population with high economic status are distributed within the hierarchy to retain their position of dominance, while the lower status groups are constantly left at the bottom levels of the labor structure(Bowles and Gintis, 1976).  


Jean Anyon’s study provides insight into the methods by which the American public education system reproduces the economic status quo.  Building on the idea of the Correspondance theory, Anyon observed the relationships between the teachers and students in five elementary schools and found a link between the economic status of the students and the values emphasized by those that oversaw their education (Anyon ,1981).  Within schools where the majority of the student body came from working class homes, meaning that their parents often held blue collar jobs, control over the students tasks was very heavy and following basic directions was greatly emphasized (Anyon ,1981).  The teachers within the school went on to say in an interview that they felt the children “don’t know much about anything” and even worse “their parents don’t care about them and they’re not interested.”  As a result of these low expectations and basic lessons requiring no critical thinking, the children of relatively low socioeconomic status were prepared to fulfill the working class jobs of their parents within our capitalist economy (Anyon 1981).  The same correlation between socioeconomic class, methods of instruction, values emphasized and teacher expectations occurred in the middle class schools as well (Anyon 1981).  The students that came from skilled blue collar and white collar homes learned the importance of “figuring out the right answer,” and understanding the choices of procedures yet, these children were not called upon to think creatively (Anyon, 1981).  Adminstrative control of middle class students was significantly lower when compared to the working class school.  Teachers believed these students will “have good jobs, where knowledge will pay off.”  This achievement ideology is similar to the attitudes that most middle class parents possessed concerning their occupations within society (Anyon, 1981).  The next two schools studied were filled with students of affluent and executive elite economic status, the same principles held true.  The control of teachers, learning objectives, and expectations for students after graduation directly corresponded to the socioeconomic status from which the students came (Anyon , 1981).  The affluent schools stressed negotiating to find a solution to problems as well as the value of creativity (Anyon,1981).  The executive elite schools stressed intellectual proficiency and internal drives to succeeed with the least among of control by an educator, truly these students were taught that they had the power to do, think or be whatever they chose (Anyon 1981). The values, concepts and control levels of teachers within schools prepare children for the jobs that consistent with the socioeconomic status from which they came.  Based on evidence from Bowles and Gintis as well as Anyon it is clear that America’s education system reproduces economic status of students by distributing students into the hierarchy from which the came based on the message they receive from their relationships with educators within their particular school.  As you will see in the observations of my placement, teachers take an active role in reproducing the economic status quo of their students in covert ways.  


Reproduction of the cultural status quo within the educational system is best understood by analysis of the research of French sociologist  Pierre Bourdieu and Randall Collins.  Bourdeiu theorized that the upper class society possess a certain culture that has a greater value within society than the lower and middle classes (Bourdieu, 1969).  Wealthy families raise their children to have certain ways of speaking, ways of carrying themselves (manners, styles of clothes exc.) and lifestyle activities (leiisure activity choices, museum, concert and theater attendance) (Bourdieu, 1969).  The cultural superiority of those with power and wealth passed down by generations is valued over into the educational system as well (Bourdieu, 1969).  Parents provide their children with these activities that enrich their cultural competence so that when they get to school they possess certain experiences and attitudes that set them apart from the majority of the population (Bourdieu ,1969).  Bourdieu and other sociologists such as Randall Collins believed that educators recognize the cultural compentancy among their students and treat them with more respect and hold higher aspirations for these students (Bourdieu ,1969, Collins, 1968).   This reproduction of cultural status and superiority that Bourdieu deemed cultural capital was thought to have an effect in the working world as well by Collins (Collins, 1968).  Collins recognized that employers recognized this cultural competence among applicants and filled positions within their perspective companies based on the previous experiences and traits of their applicants (Collins, 1968).  These findings suggest that lower status groups cannot hope to end the unequal reproduction of cultural status because they do not have the means and familairty with the cultural concepts mastered by the wealthy necessary to advance themselves into a position of superiority, thus continuing cultural reproduction in the educational as well as labor fields (Collins, 1968).   My observations within the public school system coincide with Bourdeiu’s views concerning the power and reproduction of cultural capital within the current education system.


A challenge to the idea of economic and cultural status reproduction within the America school system is difficult to find when researching the sociology of education.  However, Entwiesel, Alexander and Oleson  provided a bit of skepticism concerning  educations reproduction of the economic and cultural status quo by saying that “schooling at any level probably offsets effects of social inequity because home resources are critical for students development mainly when schools are closed. (Enwiesel, Alexander and Oleson, 1997).  These sociologists found within their research that it was not during the school year that certain students of low cultural and economic status most likely fell behind the children of high status students, but the summer (Entwiesel, Alexander and Oleson 1997).  The concept of summer setback states seeks to prove that children experience the greatest IQ gap when school is not in session, meaning that the school helps to level the inequalities thereby easing the reproduction of unequal status quo’s (Entwiesel, Alexander and Oleson, 1997).  However, this argument cannot discredit the fact that reproduction of cultural capital is responsible for summer setback (Entwiesel, Alexander and Oleson, 1997).  The high status cultures can afford to provide their children with summer enrichment allowing them to increase their IQ and cultural competence, while the lower and middle class status’s do not possess the means to provide the same types of enrichment (Entwiesel, Alexander and Oleson, 1997).  The American educational system has failed to provide summer enrichment  programs for all groups within society leading to the reproduction of cultural status quo.  Again the wealthy retain their cultural superiority while the middle and lower class stand no chance to make any gains in these areas as a result of the current educational system.  Despite an attempt to defend the American educational systems equality within different status groups one cannot deny that the public school system reproduces cultural as well as economic status failing to effectively provide a method of mobility for the majority of groups within the population.  

Data and Methods


This section of the paper incorporates my experiences that support as well as challenge the theories of the sociologists reviewed above.  As a part of my sociology of education course I was assigned to a nearby middle school.  Located in a working class suburbian community, five miles away from a large university stood the middle school I obserrved.  The facility itself was built in the 1970 and with the exception of a few minor face lifts looked to have not changed very much.  The classroom I tutored in was filled with computers and the most up-to date technology, yet it could not be hidden that the facilitiy itself was falling apart.  I visited the school twice a week for an hour and a half each visit, for ten consecutive weeks (excluding major holidays).

  The classroom I visited was composed of a select group of seventh and eigth grade students affiliated with the Communties in Schools program.  Communities in Schools is a nationwide program that partners youth selected by groups of teachers, counselors and administrators with community resources for themselves as well as their family (cisnc.org).  These students were identified as those with risk factors in need of special attention.  They are given one hour out of the day to have a tutorial elective class with a faculty member that serves as the Community in Schools facilitator.  This teacher not only tutors the students, they are also the person who keeps records of their grades as well as deals with their family members on issues that the children may face, academic or disciplinary.  The CIS staff member also has the responsibility of forming a personal relationship with each of the programs participants with the goal of becoming ther educational advocate within the school.  My job was to not only observe the sociology of this particular classroom but to tutor these students in any subject that they needed aid.  The racial composition for the seventh grade class was as follows; two white females, three black females,  zero black males, three white males, one Hispanic male and one Hispanic female.  The eighth grade class consisted of two white females, zero black females, four black males, four white males one Hispanic male and one Hispanic female.  All of the students come from low socioeconomic homes and have a parents with low education levels.  Not only is that statistic an evidence of reproduction within the schools it also is essential to applying the sociological concepts detailed above.  For two class periods I observed interactions between students and members of the school’s faculty that support the idea that the school system is a mechanism of economic and cultural reproduction within society.

The economic status quo was replicated within my middle school as a result of the low expectations concerning the future jobs of the students.  I first noticed the occupational options diagram on the board very early in my placement.    The list sparked my attention because while it featured such categories as “natural resources/enviroemnt agriculture, arts and communication, business and marketing, health and medicine and home services” it failed to include the high paying jobs that mostly executive elite’s would possess.  For example the health and medicine catatgory failed to include physician and instead featured jobs such as “paramedic” or “pharmacist.”  The business and marketing category failed to include owner of business, investment planner or even manager, instead “secretary, paralegal and retail” all made the list for business jobs that these students should strive to obtain.  The working to middle class jobs featured in the chart for the students to reference when thinking about jobs reflected labor possibilities correlated with the economic status from which they came.  Instead of incorporating positions that challenge the students and could possibly change their status later in life, the school simply alerted the kids to possibilities that they felt these students could realistically obtained.  This is a covert mechanism of reproduction because while it does not say to these children, you cannot obtain these jobs associated with the affluent and exective elite status quo, it fails to educate them otherwise.  This failure to challenge and assumption that these children will not move outside of their current economic status in effect covertly reproduces the status quo.  If aware of the possibilities that this chart could have on the reproduction of students economic status quo the Communities in Schools instructor would surely take the jobs of the board and add ones of different value.  Yet because this teacher was preoccupied with so many other issues in the classroom such as behavior problems, poor grades and fighting among the students, the chart of occupations has remained insignificant and has stayed on the board for the remainder of my visits, reinforcing economic status quo reproduction, everyday in the minds of these working class students.  

Cultural reproduction occurs on a wide scale within the middle school as well.  Bourdeiu’s cultural capital concept known as the attitudes and ways of being, acting that society values most is what is most responsible for the cultural reprodution within the middle school I visited (Bourdeiu, 1969).  Students within the classroom of minority and lower class decent failed to possess the cultural capital that society ands schools value most.  These children failed to possess manners, demeanors, ways of speaking and knowledge of the arts that society values, in effect hindering their relationships with teachers and success within school.  Children were constantly reprimanded within the classroom for the use of explicit language in both seventh and eighth grade groups I heard the words “shit” “fuck this” and  fuck that” several times from students.  As a result of fact that these children did not know it was unacceptable for one should not speak like that especially in school, they were reprimanded by their teacher.  Students also did not possess manners concerning the way to respect for their elders.  In both classrooms several times students were quick to get angry and raise their voice or even walk out of the classroom, which I observed on more than one occasion.  These students had no knowledge of the correct way to conduct themselves when something angered them and as a result they were again reprimanded by the schools disciplinary policies.  It could be that in the culture of their homes it is acceptable to swear when angry or perhaps raise your voice to adults and leave the room without permission if things do not go their way.  However, because these lower class students do not possess the cultural competence that Collins and Bourdieu referred to they are constantly in disciplinary trouble with the school affecting their relationships with teachers and administrators (Bourdieu, 1969, Collins.).  The school does not attempt the task of attempting to teach these children the proper ways to conduct themselves or the proficient cultural capital.  Instead it punishes them for not having the correct cultural capital and replicating the behaviors for generations to come.  By failing to explain the cultural capital valued in the school, the teachers and administrators are perpetuating the lack of knowledge of these students.  While I was not present during all occasioins that children were punished for their cultural mistakes concerning ways of treating adults and speaking, I did observe no explanations as to why these actions were wrong.  One would think that by the seventh and eigth grade students would know the culture to uphold while in the classroom.  Yet it is clear that based on the constant interruptions found within my middle school, truly that is not the case.

Dicussion and Conclusion


The American public education system is not immune to the inequality the plagues nearly all aspects in society in which competition exists.  In almost all arenas of society there is a dominant group that uses their advantage over minorities to retain their superiority.  The fact that the upper socioeconomic classes in society that possess the power within the educational system fail to create reforms to improve the inequality and the reproduction of economic and cultural status quo within schools leaves little room for a resolution to the problem.  It seems as though the elite group sees no reason to allow their power to be stripped or even challenge by other minority groups.  


Today’s educational system mimics capitalism (Bowels and Gintis ,1976).  In effect there will always be one group dominating another.  If all employees were qualified to be CEO’s there would truly be no one left to do the hard manual labor.  As a result the education system within America reinforces the ideas of what each particular population group should strive to become in effect determining their occupational status correlated from the background that they originated from. 


School also evaluate students by the cultural values that they hold.  Wealthy students posses great manners and ways of conducting themselves that teachers and administrators appreciate and respect.  Lower and middle class students do not always hold these cultural competencies and in effect are punished without an explanation.  As a result these cultural inefficiencies continue like economic ideals through generations.  Children learn what they live.  Children spend the majority of their time within the school system.  The school system is a chief agent in determining ideas, values and future plans inside the mind of a child.  Based on my research and observations taken within a middle school it is clear that the educational system of America fails to provide social mobility for all groups and in effect reproduces the economic and cultural status quo for certain members of the population. 
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