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1 PREFACE

The challenge we struggled with as we selected material for this book was how to present sociology
of education to students in a way that contains both a synopsis and a balanced picture of a complex
field. As a result, we created this text to provide students with an overview of the scope, perspectives,
and issues in the sociology of education. We drew on our many years of experience in researching,
publishing, and teaching sociology of education. Our goal was to involve students by presenting well-
rounded and provocative summaries of major areas in the field. Individual readings include a combina-
tion of classical foundations in the field, noted contemporary authors, and current issues most often
discussed by instructors. The most frequently taught topics, according to 2004 survey data, are strati-
fication, the social context of education, schools as organizations, and diversity in education (American
Sociological Association, 2004). Issues related to these topics are addressed throughout the book.

Schools and Society is designed to appeal to both graduate and upper-level undergraduate students.
The text is divided into 11 chapters that begin with introductions outlining issues in the topic area and
summarizing how the readings that follow fit into the topic areas. The readings, written by leading
scholars, are presented within a systematic framework that provides an overview of the field. These
readings introduce major theoretical perspectives and include classic studies, current issues, and appli-
cations of knowledge to particular educational problems. Although this book is not about educational
policy per se, many of the readings have practical and policy implications for education.

To accomplish the goal of presenting a comprehensive and theoretically balanced overview of the
field, we selected readings that

1. illustrate major concepts, theoretical perspectives, and the complexity of education, including how to study
it and how it has been studied;

2. blend classic studies with newer, sometimes controversial topics;
3. apply to students who are likely to take the course in various majors—sociology, education, and others;

4. exhibit writing at a level of sophistication appropriate to students in advanced undergraduate or graduate
courses;

5. concentrate on materials drawn from a wide range of sources, including books, journals, scientific studies
and reports, and commentaries; and

6. use the open systems approach to provide a framework for an overview of the field and analysis of a dis-
parate group of topics.

Xi
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The readings selected were tested for readability and interest level with graduate and undergraduate
students. Those readings included were seen as useful and important contributions to understanding
the field. Changes were made in both selections and the introductions to the readings as a result of
students’ comments. Each chapter begins with an introduction to show the interrelationships between
the various issues in education. Each reading is preceded by introductory remarks and questions to
guide students to key aspects of the article and to tie it to other articles.

New 1o THis EpiTiON

The fifth edition of Schools and Society introduces 20 new readings, plus revisions of 5 readings
original to this book. Several of the new readings tap important issues in education today, including a
piece on future approaches to education given changes in technology and another reading on interna-
tional testing, both in Chapter 11. Chapters were reorganized to better portray the new materials in
each section of the book, and some readings from the previous edition were moved to new chapters to
reflect the new organizational structure. This reader can be used alone, with a text, or with other read-
ings or monographs. The readings included are appropriate for a variety of courses focusing on the
study of education, such as sociology of education, social foundations of education, social contexts of
education, and the like. This book may be used in departments of sociology, education, social sciences,
or others as appropriate.

REFERENCE

American Sociological Association. (2004). Teaching sociology of education. Washington, DC: Teaching
Resources Center.
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, INTRODUCTION

chooling is ubiquitous in the world, making education a major institution in societies. Indeed, it

is difficult to imagine any developed or developing society without a system of schools, from

preschool to graduate level. Sociologists who study education examine schools from a variety
of perspectives. The readings in this book introduce the primary sociological perspectives on educa-
tional systems and survey major issues in the field. The following illustrates some topics and questions
addressed by sociologists of education:

What theories and research methods do sociologists of education use to obtain information? (Chapters | and 2)

What external social pressures and organizations affect the way we teach our children? (Chapter 3)

In what ways do the informal relationships and expectations in schools affect student learning and experiences
in school? (Chapter 4)

What are roles and responsibilities of school administrators, teachers, and students? (Chapter 5)
How is the knowledge that we teach our children constructed and selected for our schools? (Chapter 6)

How do students’ race, social class, and gender affect their school experiences and reflect systems of inequal-
ity in society? (Chapters 7 and 8)

How is higher education organized, and how has that system evolved? (Chapter 9)
How does the educational system in the United States compare to those in other countries? (Chapter 10)

What factors bring about changes in societies’ schools and schooling? (Chapter 11)

We address these and many other questions by providing an overview of major theoretical perspec-
tives in Chapter 1 and end by considering change and reform of educational institutions in Chapter 11.
Throughout this book, readings look at how schools work, how they affect students and society, and
how they might work differently. We look at the current condition of education and consider educa-
tional change and policy issues, all of which help us to understand the complex matrix of relationships
and activities within schools. We hope this knowledge about educational issues will help you make
more effective decisions as students, parents, taxpayers, and perhaps educators. After reading this
book, you should have gained some understanding of the fields of sociology and education, what both
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fields contribute to the study of educational systems, and some specific educational issues of concern
to sociologists and education professionals.

WHat CaN SocioLoaists TELL Us ABouTt EpucaTioN?

Sociological analyses of education give us a deeper understanding of the form and purpose of education
in a society and the interactions of people within educational organizations. Sociologists study structures
and organizations of social systems, including education, family, religion, economics, politics, and
health. Social institutions, such as education, constitute the major structural components of any society.
Sociologists of education focus on the institution of education and the structure, processes, and interac-
tion patterns within it. They also consider the surrounding context of the educational system including
other institutions that influence the education our children receive. These aspects of education vary
greatly across societies. In some societies, children learn their proper roles primarily by observing elders
and imitating or modeling adult behavior. In other societies, children attend formal schools from a young
age and learn the skills and knowledge needed for survival within the school and societal context.
Education and other institutions are interdependent in a society. Change in one brings change in
others. For instance, a family’s attitudes toward education will affect the child’s school experience,
as you will read in this book. Therefore, the sociological analysis of education is different from the
approach taken by many people in society because sociologists begin by looking at the larger pic-
ture of society and the role that education plays in society rather than on individuals in that system.
As aresult, change in education is more likely to be based in structural rather than personal factors.

THE EDpUCATIONAL SYSTEM

The analysis of educational systems falls into two main areas: process and structure. At whatever level
of analysis we study the educational system of a society, processes are at work. These are the action
parts of the system, bringing the structure alive. Examples of processes include teaching, learning, com-
munication, and decision making, as well as those formal and informal activities that socialize students
into their places in school and later life roles. These are the dynamic parts of the educational system.
However, we cannot ignore the structure of a system, including the hierarchy or roles people play—
administrators, teachers, staff, parents, and, of course, students—as well as the organization of learning—
classroom and school layout, types of schools, and structure of curriculum. Nor can we ignore the school’s
environment, which consists of groups, organizations, other institutions, and even the global society outside
the school, all of which influence school functioning. For instance, politicians and other powerful people in
society may put pressure on schools to select particular books (Chapter 6), communities may provide
unequal academic opportunities to different groups of students (Chapter 7), and the federal and state politi-
cal and economic structures shape policies and resources available to schools (Chapters 3, 4, 8, 9, 10, and
11). In short, no school exists in a vacuum. This open systems perspective is the uniting theme in this book.

THE OPEN SYSTEMS PERSPECTIVE

The open systems perspective looks at the educational system as a whole, integrated, dynamic entity.
Unfortunately, most research studies focus on only parts of the whole system, and most theoretical



Introduction « 3

perspectives have biases or limitations by focusing on one part. An open systems perspective is not a
panacea for all the problems we face when trying to get the total picture, but this perspective can help
us conceptualize a whole system and understand how the small pieces fit together into a working
unity. The open systems perspective provides a useful way of visualizing many elements in the sys-
tem; it helps to order observations and data and represents a generalized picture of complex interact-
ing elements and sets of relationships. The perspective modeled in Figure 1.1 refers to no one
particular organization or theoretical perspective, but rather to the common characteristics of many
educational settings.

Figure I.1  Open Systems Approach to Education
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Note. From The Sociology of Education: A Systematic Analysis (7th ed., p. 21), by J. H. Ballantine and F. M. Hammack, 2012,

Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice Hall. Copyright 2012 by Pearson Education. Reprinted with permission.




