[image: image1.wmf]
Explanations for Educational Differences

In explaining why there are differences in educational achievement, sociologists identified that the following areas had significant influence.
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     Home                   School         Neighbourhood            Gender               Ethnicity                Class

The influence of the home

The values and behaviour of a child’s family may result in lack of parental interest in their education, which may lead to failure later in life.
· Douglas (The Home and the School) conducted a longitudinal study of the educational careers of thousands of British children from birth to age 16.Douglas found that the most important factor in determining educational achievement was the degree of parental interest in their child’s education.
· In 1946, The National children’s Bureau found that middle class parents were more likely to be interested in their child’s education because they were more aware of the importance of education.

The form of language used in the home was deemed important because in order to communicate effectively a wide vocabulary is needed. 

· Basil Bernstein identified two forms of language used in the home.:
Elaborated- wide vocabulary is used with the child, usually found in middle class families

      Restricted- narrow vocabulary spoken to the child, generally found in working class families

The physical conditions of the home may result in children from poorer homes suffering the consequences of physical deprivation.

· Wedge and Prosser (Born to Fail) conducted a national study of children born in one week in 1958 and found that three important factors influenced school success.
      i) large families                       ii) low income                          iii) poor housing

In total more than 1 in 16 children suffer from all three of these disadvantages.

The influence of the neighbourhood

The local environment in which we live is a powerful influence on our lives and if there is general support for the values of the school, then it can only assist the progression of the school.

· As the values of our schools tend to be seen as middle class, then the values of working class neighbourhoods may well clash with those of the school i.e. middle class values stress sacrificing short term gain now (such as wages and employment) for longer term aims (A Levels, then a degree and a good job at the end). On the other hand values of working class neighbour hoods stress immediate satisfaction (leave school and find a job, in order to have money to spend rather than continuing with education for a further two or five years.
The influence of the school
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Labelling- how a teacher acts towards a pupil can influence their behaviour and attitudes to their studies. If a teacher labels a pupil as a ‘trouble maker’ or ‘chatterbox’, then the teacher may treat them differently to a child labelled as ;intelligent’. The pupil then responds, either being discouraged or encouraged to work. The importance of teachers labelling of pupils has been stressed by a school of sociology called interactionism. 

· .Rosenthal and Jacobson (Pygmalion in the Classroom) gave a test to a number of children at a Californian school and then informed the teachers which pupils they believed would perform well academically. The children were selected at random, although the teachers were not informed of this and after a few months these children had improved dramatically in comparison to their peers. This occurred because the teachers had acted differently towards them and in turn the pupils had acted the way the teachers had expected them to  (self-fulfilling prophecy).

Streaming is the division of children into teaching groups on the basis of academic ability. Those who support  this system argue that children receive the correct level of teaching for their ability and it allows the whole class to be taught at the same pace. Interactionists however, argue that labelling by teachers and the pupils themselves leads to the following problems;

· Once in a class children adjust themselves to the general academic and behaviour standards of the group. Children in lower streams can feel failures, which can lead to problems.

· Teachers may subconsciously look down on pupils in lower streams and make less effort with them. Lacey (Hightown Grammer) studied  a grammar school in Manchester and found that lower stream pupils developed strong anti-school values as a result of their frustration. In a later follow-up study when streaming had been abolished, he found most of this anti-school feeling had disappeared.

·   A study conducted by the National Children’s Bureau found no evidence to suggest that exam  results vary for a pupil attending a streamed or unstreamed school

 The Peer Group The actions of other pupils are more powerful than the actions of teachers. The peer group is composed of pupils of the same age and generally splits into two groups; those who reject school as a waste of time and those who see the school as a fairly pleasant place, even if they moan about it. 

·    Willis (Learning to Labour) also found that peer group played an important part in educational success or failure. The lads in his study had low expectations of employment and spent their time at school making fun of teachers and hard working pupils (‘ear’oles’).Willis argued that the lads were likely to be unsuccessful in their education and would inevitably find employment in dead end jobs and their peer group attitudes guaranteed this.
·   Sharpe (Just like a Girl) found that peer group was just as influential in the case of girls and                 found that lower stream girls saw school as irrelevant, more important was getting boys, looking attractive and knowing musical trends.
The influence of gender

There are 3 factors which can help to explain why boys and girls chose different educational routes.

Socialisation 

Girls are often treated differently to boys by parents and teachers which can affect their perception of  their life  and job roles.
· Loban conducted research and found that many schoolbooks continued to reinforce gender stereotypes.

Peer Group 

Many feminists argue that girls entrap themselves in certain poor paid dead-end jobs which helps to continue to impose gender stereotyping. Socialisation, both in the family and in wider society results in many girls actively choosing jobs in the caring professions or courses in the humanities.

· Griffin studied a group of low achieving secondary school girls in the Midlands, and found that although           there was no clear anti-school culture amongst the girls, they did regard academic success as unfeminine. Their aim was to get what was perceived as glamorous white-collar jobs, which had little power or income.

The impact of teachers and the hidden curriculum 

In school, teachers respond differently to boys and girls, expecting different patterns of behaviour. This reaffirms socialisation in the home and in society and helps direct girls and boys into different subject choices.

· French found that teachers in primary school responded more to the needs and wishes of male pupils because they were more active and demanding. 

· Thomas and Stuart claimed that when advising girls on future career options, teachers were more likely to advise girls to opt for careers in the ‘female areas’ such as the health and caring professions.

· Deen argued that teachers imported the values of wider society into the classroom and in her studies noted how interaction in the classroom was built upon these values i.e. boys were asked to lift things.

· Kelly (Science for girls) argued that it was not just teachers who marginalised females in the classroom. Kelly claimed that boys in science lessons would generally dominate lessons by insisting they do the experiments, shouting out answers to teachers and generally taking control.
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Gender and Achievement





Until the late 1980s,the major concern was with the under-achievement of girls because they were less likely to pursue A-levels and higher education. However in the early 1990s, girls began to outperform boys at most levels of the education system, so that today, the main focus is on the under-achievement of boys.


There still remains concerns however over the subject choices made by girls as they are still less likely than boys to apply for degree courses in the hard sciences.
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Good Teaching.


Organised , interested teachers provide an excellent learning situation for children. Rutter studied 12 inner London secondary schools over six years and found differences in exam results could be traced back to good teachers who motivated their pupils, working within a school environment that had a consistent set if aims and values.
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