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debate is whether having children is a lifestyle choice (so the health service should 
not pay to help people have children) or a right (so the health service should pay). It 
seems that the policy answer is somewhere in the middle. In the UK, for example, 
the National Health Service (NHS) pays for two or three cycles of  IVF (this varies 
by region) and then couples have to pay for additional attempts themselves – the 
success rate of  IVF for under 35s is around 32 per cent, though this declines as 
women get older. However, given that IVF is very expensive, some couples will be 
unable to pay and so may look to adoption, which in itself  involves a great deal of  
policy debate about personal life. 

Secondly, there are policy questions about who should be able to access those 
IVF services that are paid for by national healthcare services. Before 2008, in the 
UK single and lesbian women were unable to have IVF paid for by the NHS. Today, 
same-sex couples and single women can use NHS IVF services, though there are still 
criteria governing who is eligible: only women under 40 and those who are still not 
pregnant after 12 months of  unprotected sex or 12 attempts at artificial insemination 
(directly inserting sperm into a woman’s womb without having intercourse) are able 
to apply for IVF through the NHS; everyone else has to pay. 

There are often additional criteria, such as being a non-smoker and a healthy 
weight. Although these are positioned as being for clinical efficiency reasons 
(because IVF is less likely to work for unhealthy people), there is also arguably a 
moral imperative to this which could be read as an attempt to ensure only ‘well-
behaved’ people are supported in having children. 

Extreme rules around children and families also exist. For 36 years, from 1979 
until 2015, China enforced a law that mandated that couples were only allowed to 
have one baby, in order to curb overpopulation  – known as the ‘one-child policy’. 
While there were exceptions, particularly for ethnic minorities and parents whose 
first child was a girl, this law meant that the Chinese government enforced coercive 
birth planning that caused considerable human suffering (Whyte et al. 2015). This 
provides a radically different image of  the family, and social policy related to the 
family, than that in many Western countries. 

Yet regardless of  how the family is framed – whether it focuses on parents, 
grandparents or children, or brothers and sisters to aunts and uncles, nephews and 
nieces, pets, or close friends who are not blood relations – the family is a place 
where people are supposed to care for each other beyond State intervention. It 
is likely that a family member will be your next of  kin as well as your emergency 
contact number on your phone. Even so, families occupy an ambiguous position in 
society. As an institution, they are simultaneously isolated and private, but yet are 
charged with enormous responsibility for bringing up the next generation of  citizens 
and workers, which necessitates some degree of  public and policy involvement. Of  
course, the first time where families recede in importance in a child’s life is when 
they start school and enter the institution of  education. 

education
Education socializes children into the norms, values and expectations of  the society 
in which they live (Boronski & Hassan 2015). Although upper-class boys, historically 
considered to be the future leaders of  society, have always been educated in one 
way or another, universal and compulsory education was not established until the 
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19th century in Western societies. In the UK, the Elementary Education Act of  
1880 made schooling compulsory for everyone. In the US, education was made 
compulsory between 1852 and 1917, and in Australia, this happened between 
1830 and 1870. Prior to compulsory education, the teaching of  children had 
been provided in an ad hoc manner, with schools established by churches, private 
philanthropists and industrial organizations. Provision was variable across different 
areas and countries. 

There was significant resistance to compulsory and universal education because 
many people believed that educating the poor would lead to revolution. In the UK, 
for example, in an 1807 debate about compulsory education, British Conservative 
Member of  Parliament Davies Giddy commented that 

giving education to the labouring classes of  the poor … would, in effect, be 
found to be prejudicial to their morals and happiness; it would teach them to 
despise their lot in life, instead of  making them good servants in agriculture 
and other laborious employments to which their rank in society had destined 
them; instead of  teaching them the virtue of  subordination, it would render 
them factious and refractory. (cited in Chitty 2007: 15)

Giddy was concerned that educating the poor would alert them to the injustice they 
suffered and awaken a desire to be more than servants to the upper classes. He was 
not necessarily wrong in this prediction; it’s just that most of  us would see this as an 
argument for education, not against. 

A Marxist (see Chapter 2) would argue that Giddy was worried that the poor 
would become aware of  their false consciousness and rebel against the upper 
classes, potentially overturning the entrenched class structure. We might suspect 
that not only was Giddy concerned about disrupting existing social structures more 
generally but also directly concerned about his own position given that he was a very 
wealthy member of  the classes oppressing the poor.

Despite such opposition, calls for universal education increased and included 
individuals and groups with privileged social status, such as church leaders and 
education activists. Voices of  opposition were soon in the minority and eventually 
universal education became the norm across the Western world. Education was 
constructed as a way through which poorer children would be able to improve their 
lives and enter into a social class above their parents (Morrish 1970). We return to 
this idealized goal below. 

Theorizing education

Sociologists have analysed education as a social institution from a variety of  
perspectives. For Durkheim ([1925] 2011), school not only instilled shared common 
values that ensured a functional society, such as hard work and respect for authority, 
but also taught children the skills needed for highly specialized roles in the labour 
market. Whereas in pre-industrial societies these roles would have been learned 
within the family unit, where work occurred, in industrial societies Durkheim 
believed that school provided this socialization. 

false 
consciousness: 
the state of 
mind where the 
proletariat are 
unaware of the 
inequality of 
their situation 
because class 
and wealth 
stratification 
is thought to 
be the natural 
order of social 
life
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Parsons also saw school as important for the socialization of  children to ensure 
the functionality of  society. For Parsons, schools instilled the value of  achievement 
which cannot be learned within the family because of  the fixed nature of  a person’s 
status within that unit (Parsons & Bales 1955). In other words, you cannot work 
hard and achieve your status as a son or daughter in a family – that is set from birth 
and cannot be changed – but you can work hard in school and achieve higher status 
in later professional life.

Marxist scholars have also understood education as an agent of  socialization 
but have highlighted how schools have trained children to become the right 
type of  workers for capitalism. Bowles and Gintis (1976) argued that there is a 
‘correspondence’ between the routines and structures of  school life and the routines 
and structures of  working life; listening to teachers and following their instructions 
is markedly similar to listening to bosses and following theirs. Schools, therefore, do 
not just provide students with the right knowledge and skills to be productive future 
workers but also train children in personality, personal appearance, self-presentation 
and social class identification.

An important addition to debates in education came from the ‘new sociology 
of  education’ that emphasized the socially constructed nature of  the curriculum, 
arguing that what counts as knowledge in schools is the result of  power relations 
that benefit the State (see Brooks et al. 2013). There was a call for significantly 
more qualitative research that could foreground meaning and experience in school 
while also recognizing that such knowledge is constructed through individuals’ 
interactions and interpretations (see Chapter 3).

In this model, sociologists have argued that there is a hidden curriculum in education 
which trains children to accept the status quo of  how the world is. Proponents of  
this perspective argue that as well as overtly teaching students knowledge about 
particular subjects, school implicitly teaches children the norms and expectations 
of  the class system and their place within it. Through school, children are taught to 
‘know their place and to sit still in it’ (Illich 1971: 41). 

This hidden curriculum is not just taught through the lessons themselves but also 
implicitly through other elements of  school like the teacher’s power, the architecture 
of  the school, the use of  language and the use of  school uniform. Think about 
this last example in terms of  the hidden curriculum. Firstly, school uniform 
reproduces a gender status quo. It is, generally, culturally unacceptable for boys to 
wear school skirts and might even be against school rules. This reproduces the idea 
of  a fundamental difference between boys and girls which is made visible through 
their clothes. There is often concern in schools about the length of  girls’ skirts, with 
occasional sensationalist media reports of  skirts being measured and girls being sent 
home for wearing them too short (Ahlum & Fralley 1976). This perpetuates the 
idea that from an early age women’s clothing is subject to public scrutiny and even 
punishment when it does not match expectations of  propriety. 

pause for reflection
Did you wear a school uniform when you went to school? What did you feel about wearing it? 
Why do you think that the great majority of schools make pupils wear a uniform?
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It is often argued that school uniform can make social class differences invisible 
as all children are required to dress the same (Craik 2003). But is this really true? The 
uniforms are also only the same within each school. Consider how uniforms differ 
between elite, fee-paying schools and the poorer schools that are free to attend and 
run by the State. Not only are the uniforms at elite, fee-paying schools far more 
expensive, they are often more tightly governed and carry connotations of  wealth, 
power and status. Some schools require uniforms to be bought from a specific 
(expensive) shop; they may also require a sport uniform as well, increasing costs 
further. In this context, school uniform reproduces class inequality.

And think about how it felt when you went from wearing a uniform to not 
wearing one. In the UK, uniforms tend to be mandatory between the ages of   
5 and 16, but for the ages 17 to 18 many students can wear their own clothes. This 
is about more than class, also signifying a shift to adulthood and self-dependence. 
In these schools, you are also expected to do more independent work. The logic 
would suggest that uniforms also confer the notion of  childhood and implies – or 
encourages – a level of  docility in the wearer (as also indicated during the Zimbardo 
prison experiment that we examined in Chapter 5, p. 116). 

Education and social mobility

Social mobility almost underpins stated education policy. Social mobility refers to 
the change in social status that a person achieves in a set period (Roberts 2011), or the 
difference between an adult’s income, professional standing and social class position 
relative to their parents. For example, a barrister whose parents were unskilled or 
low-skilled workers we would define as being socially mobile. 

social mobility: 
the change in 
social status 
that a person 
achieves over 
the course of 
their lives

© Christopher Furlong/Staff/Getty Images
A closer inspection of the pros and cons of school uniforms is a great example of the 
sociological imagination in action.
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Sociologists have largely disputed the claim that education is a vehicle for social 
mobility. Working-class children tend to do worse in education than their middle-
class counterparts. Yet most concur that working-class children are no less intelligent 
than their middle-class counterparts. Why then do working-class children, generally, 
achieve lower grades and have lower attendance at elite universities? 

Most sociologists agree that this is because we do not live in a meritocracy. 
Instead, sociologists have shown that structures of  inequality which exist in society 
(between genders, socio-economic classes and ethnicities) are reproduced through 
the education system at all levels. 

Lampert (2012) has compared the education system to social Darwinism, 
where inequalities are justified as the ‘natural’ result of  a meritocracy. Borrowing 
from Charles Darwin’s natural selection theory (famously summarized by English 
philosopher Herbert Spencer as ‘the survival of  the fittest’), Lampert argues that 
the notion of  meritocracy is used to justify the relative underachievement of  some 
students as purely the result of  their lack of  ability or hard work. This justification, 
he contends, masks other factors and inequalities (such as material deprivation) 
which impact on student achievement and leave certain groups of  students ‘behind’. 
Sociologists and educationalists have demonstrated that children from lower 
socio-economic groups get ‘left behind’ in education at a very early age and never 
catch up (see Jackson & Marsden 2012; Reay 2017). 

Meritocracy: a 
social system 
in which people 
succeed and are 
rewarded based 
on talent and 
ability alone

social 
darwinism: 
the theory 
that individuals 
and groups 
are subject 
to the same 
Darwinian 
laws of natural 
selection as 
plants and 
animals (i.e. 
survival of the 
fittest)

Radical alternatives to formal education
Radical philosopher Ivan Illich (1971) argued that societies need to move away from 
compulsory education altogether, a process he called ‘deschooling’. Illich was a staunch 
opponent of industrial capitalism, which he saw as eroding people’s capacity for creativity 
and self-reliance. Instead, Illich thought that capitalist society had become increasingly 
dependent on ‘expert’ knowledge (that of doctors and teachers, for example), which 
primarily served to further capitalism. He argued that compulsory education indoctrinated 
children into an uncritical acceptance of the dominant social structure through messages 
and ideologies hidden in school curricula and routines. Instead of compulsory school 
education, Illich advocated for the development of peer-to-peer creative learning models 
where children would use technology to connect with others and learn the material most 
relevant to them in the most appropriate way. Though Illich’s deschooling thesis has been 
widely critiqued for not being well thought out and not proposing realistic alternatives 
(Gintis 1972), the increase in home schooling and ‘alternative’ models such as Montessori 
schools (where pupils’ freedom and creativity is encouraged as a mode of learning) in the 
West certainly chime with his calls for more creativity and freedom in education.

provocation 6: We do not live in a meritocratic society
A meritocracy is a society in which citizens are rewarded by merit. In the US, this is known 
as the ‘American dream’ and it holds that the rewards of society – normally, becoming  
rich – can be yours as long as you work hard enough and are good at your job.
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The notion of moving from poverty to great wealth exists in stories and folk tales 
across cultures and time. This notion of ‘rags to riches’, where someone progresses from 
a lowly or poor position in life to one with great power or wealth, is normally attributed to 
hard work, natural skills and great talent. But do we really live in a meritocratic society?

The first issue to consider is how success is defined. The way in which educational 
success is measured is quite limited, largely assessing competency in retaining a great 
amount of information and being able to recite it on command. Exams are, quite simply, 
a bad way of measuring an ability to understand or interpret, and yet they remain the 
primary way children are assessed in schools.

Albert Einstein is attributed as saying, ‘Everybody is a genius. But if you judge a fish by 
its ability to climb a tree, it will live its whole life believing that it is stupid.’ So, the way we 
measure success in education – and part of the way we measure ‘merit’ – is deeply flawed 
and lacks validity (see Chapter 4).

Second, we must recognize that success is impacted by economic inequality. Success 
at school is partly the result of hard work – most children will not succeed if they do not 
try – but it is also dependent on the context into which you are born and how rich and 
educated your parents are.

Research has demonstrated a multitude of ways in which children from lower 
social classes have less access, on average, to resources at home compared to middle-
class students. Working-class students have less access to sufficient nutritious food, 
educational toys, music lessons, and trips to theatres and museums. They certainly have 
less additional private tutoring. All of these things influence the likelihood of academic 
success.

So-called meritocratic societies, like Britain, Australia, Canada and the US, also fall 
short as meritocracies because of how they are stratified by class.

The families who can afford to send their children to private schools buy access to 
smaller class sizes, better facilities and, often, influential social networks that can last a 
lifetime. These are the reasons why privately educated people get into elite universities at 
far higher rates than working-class students (Boliver 2013). New research suggests that 
even more entrenched class inequalities exist at the postgraduate level, where people 
from working-class origins are only 28 percent as likely to obtain a postgraduate degree 
compared with their peers from privileged origins (Wakeling & Laurison 2017).

Educational research has also highlighted, for example, many ways in which working-
class students suffer from the way schooling is organized. Working-class children often 
find it harder to complete homework, not because of the difficulty of the work but of 
their social context: working-class children frequently have more caring responsibilities 
or work a part-time job to help support their family. They have less free time outside of 
school to complete homework – and their home situations can preclude dedicated time 
and space to do homework away from these other responsibilities.

The problem with the education system is that it does not recognize the other demands 
on working-class students. The tests that denote educational success benefit those who 
have had the time and space to complete homework. It does not give any reward to those 
who have dealt with other issues, and developed significant skills in these areas. Instead, 
they get lower grades because they had less time to revise.
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