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At the close of the 19th century and 
beginning of the 20th century, propo-
nents of educational reform, such as 

John Dewey, recognized the social nature of the 
significant challenges facing US schools. As 
economic production shifted to points far distant 
from local farms, shops, and homes, families no 
longer were capable of training and socializing 
their children for productive roles in society. 
Once children could no longer implicitly learn 
adult roles through daily involvement in family 
economic activities, “the good old days of chil-
dren’s modesty, reverence, and implicit obedi-
ence” (Dewey, 1964, p. 8) were forever lost. 
Schools were expanded or established to assume 
pedagogical tasks that had formerly been carried 
out by families. With the simultaneous advance-
ment of technology and employment outside of 
the home, parents no longer had the time or the 
knowledge necessary to educate their children 
for productive adult roles in society.

A century later, one can recognize both how 
schools have changed to meet the needs of soci-
ety and how societal transformations continue to 

shift responsibilities from families to schools. 
When Dewey wrote, only about 10 percent of 
individuals aged fourteen to seventeen attended 
high school. Today, virtually all children grow-
ing up in the United States enter high school and 
only about 10 percent of these individuals actu-
ally fail to complete their high school education. 
In addition, the length of the school year has 
dramatically expanded: elementary and second-
ary public schools today are in session for 
almost twice as many days per year as they were 
at the turn of the 19th century. Postsecondary 
education also has greatly expanded. Even in the 
1940s, fewer than 10 percent of individuals 
attained a bachelor’s degree; by the end of the 
20th century, almost a third of young adults 
were expected to obtain such credentials (Digest 
of Educational Statistics, 2008). Social scien-
tists have referred to this tremendous growth in 
the role of formal education as an educational 
revolution.

Recent changes in family structure and labor 
force participation will likely continue or accel-
erate the trend of schools taking increased 

IntroductIon

At present, concentration of industry and division of labor have practically eliminated 
household and neighborhood occupations—at least for educational purposes. But it is 
useless to bemoan the departure of the good old days of children’s modesty, reverence, 
and implicit obedience, if we expect merely by bemoaning and by exhortation to bring 
them back. It is radical conditions which have changed, and only an equally radical 
change in education suffices.

—John Dewey, 1899 (1964, p. 299)
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2  •  THE STRUCTURE OF SCHOOLING

responsibility for shaping the lives of youth. 
While at the beginning of the 20th century the 
employment of men outside the home was per-
ceived as underlying an erosion of the family’s 
ability to socialize children, today concern often 
focuses on how children are affected by the 
decline of two-parent families and the increasing 
labor force participation of mothers (see 
Hochschild, 1997; McLanahan & Sandefur, 
1994). Patriarchal assumptions can underlie how 
these socioeconomic changes are understood and 
addressed, but the role of formal schooling in 
society is likely to expand even further.

As schools in the 20th century became an 
increasingly core societal institution, sociolo-
gists directed continuous, concerted effort 
toward understanding both their structure and 
their effects on individuals. Over the past cen-
tury, sociologists who developed the theoretical 
framework for the discipline as a whole (e.g., 
Emile Durkheim, Max Weber, Talcott Parsons, 
Pierre Bourdieu, James Coleman, and John 
Meyer) also directly focused and wrote on the 
role of education in society. Because schools 
were complex institutions, sociological theoriz-
ing was multidimensional and multilayered.

Sociology of education as a field developed a 
focus on two separate levels of analysis. At a 
macro level, sociologists worked to identify how 
various social forces (such as politics, economics, 
and culture) created variation in schools as organ-
izations. At a more micro level, researchers 
sought to identify how variation in school prac-
tices led to differences in individual-level student 
outcomes. In addition to these distinct levels of 
analysis, researchers further developed separate 
foci on various aspects of the functioning of edu-
cation in society. While some researchers focused 
on economic aspects of education (e.g., how 
economic forces shaped school practices and how 
schools determined individual productivity and 
earnings), others focused on related issues of 
socialization, allocation, and legitimation. When 
approaching research in the sociology of educa-
tion, these distinctions are useful to keep in mind.

The organizational structure of the book 
reflects the multidimensional, multilayered anal-
ysis that characterizes the sociology of education 

field as a whole. We begin by providing selec-
tions of major contributions that trace the theo-
retical development of the sociology of education. 
We then include work identifying how stratifica-
tion of schooling creates inequality in access to 
education within schools, between schools, and 
by ascriptive characteristics and individual iden-
tities (such as class, race, ethnicity, citizenship, 
gender, and sexuality). We provide research 
demonstrating how schools are settings for the 
formation of peer subcultures and relations that 
often promote outcomes at odds with conven-
tional social behavior and school achievement. 
This is true for colleges to the same extent as 
secondary schools. We also present research 
focused on the role of digital technology in the 
lives and educational trajectories of youth. We 
highlight how schools affect a range of life-
course outcomes: not just cognitive attainment 
but also adolescent behavior, delinquency, and 
adult labor market success. In addition, we show 
how schools are affected not just by neighbor-
hood context, but by their organizational envi-
ronment (e.g., the influence of private school 
competition, unionization, professionalization, 
politics of school reform).

TheoreTical and hisTorical 
PersPecTives

The volume starts with a section presenting theo-
retical and historical perspectives on education. 
We begin the book with readings highlighting the 
development of a status attainment perspective, 
with the explicit intent of emphasizing this 
approach. As a paradigm, status attainment has 
been extraordinarily influential in shaping recent 
sociological research on the structure of education.

Status Attainment and Social Mobility
Status attainment has its roots in Max Weber’s 

conceptualization of status groups. Status groups 
are formed on the basis of various distinctions, 
such as occupation, class, and ethnicity. Weber 
argued that the education system had a dual char-
acter in modern societies: It could be used to 
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Introduction  •  3

increase meritocratic selection of individuals for 
privileged occupations but could also be used as 
a closure strategy to maintain a status group’s 
monopoly over scarce resources. Building on 
Weber’s work, Pitirim Sorokin suggested that 
schools played a fundamental role in society, not 
simply training individuals for employment but 
more importantly working to sort, sieve, and 
select those who would be granted access to 
more desirable occupations. To the extent that 
schools facilitate the movement of talented indi-
viduals from lower social origins to privileged 
occupations, a society was considered open 
rather than closed. When individuals from disad-
vantaged socioeconomic backgrounds attain 
privileged occupational positions with associated 
higher social rewards (such as status, prestige, 
and income), social mobility has occurred. Both 
Weber and Sorokin understood that schools 
played a critical role in either blocking or facili-
tating social mobility.

In subsequent years, sociologists often applied 
Weber and Sorokin’s ideas by comparing how 
societies differed in their rates of social mobility. 
Researchers such as Ralph Turner used cross-
national comparisons to explore the possibility 
that developed capitalist countries had differences 
in their educational systems that led to variation in 
social mobility. In spite of much research, these 
scholars found only small differences in rates of 
social mobility among developed capitalist coun-
tries. In the context of these findings, Peter Blau 
and Otis Dudley Duncan began research that 
would change the focus of social mobility 
research. Sociologists began to explore the deter-
minants or causes of social mobility, rather than 
simply quantifying rates of mobility.

Blau and Duncan’s work statistically con-
firmed Weber and Sorokin’s theoretical proposi-
tions about the role of education in society. Blau 
and Duncan’s research clearly established the 
central, critical role education played in individ-
ual occupational attainment. In modern society, 
the occupations that individuals held as adults 
were primarily determined by how far they had 
earlier gone in school. Blau and Duncan also 
established, however, that social origins remained 
critical in facilitating or hindering an individual’s 

educational achievement. Social background 
influenced occupational attainment largely 
through its effects on prior educational achieve-
ment. Schools thus worked to reproduce the 
structure of social inequality: Children from 
affluent families tended to do better than chil-
dren from poor families in terms of educational 
achievement. Schools also, however, allowed 
vertical social mobility by sorting and sieving, 
thus facilitating higher than average attainments 
for individuals from lower status groups who 
showed merit and ability in school performance. 
If individuals from socioeconomically disadvan-
taged groups did well in school, social mobility 
and occupational rewards would follow; the 
educational deck, however, was stacked against 
them. Following Blau and Duncan’s research, 
sociologists quickly identified factors other than 
social origins that influenced an individual’s 
educational attainment. Scholarship demon-
strated that individual expectations and aspira-
tions, as well as the influence of significant 
others (e.g., parents, teachers, and peers), affect 
individuals’ educational achievement.

human, culTural, and social caPiTal

While the status attainment paradigm has been 
extraordinarily influential in the sociology of 
education, this approach is not the only source for 
the development of concepts applied to the study 
of education. Contemporary research on school-
ing has also been strongly influenced by thinking 
about educational processes in terms of human 
capital, cultural capital, and social capital.

Economists in the early 1960s developed the 
concept of human capital. Theodore Schultz, 
Gary Becker, and others argued that one could 
invest in the human capital of individuals just as 
one invested financial capital in a firm. Individuals 
invested in a business because they expected 
their investments to yield dividends or returns. 
Economists argued that one made similar invest-
ments in individuals. The acquisition of education 
led individuals to increase their knowledge and 
skills; greater knowledge and skills led to increased 
labor productivity, which was subsequently 
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4  •  THE STRUCTURE OF SCHOOLING

rewarded by employers. Individuals who pursued 
further education incurred significant costs (in 
terms of tuition and forgone earnings), but they 
would later more than recoup their investment. 
Becker demonstrated, through a series of calcula-
tions, that during the time he was writing, returns 
on investing in high school education were 
approximately 28 percent and returns on invest-
ing in college education were around 15 percent. 
People were choosing to obtain more and more 
education in part because these returns were quite 
large and considerably greater than what one 
would expect from a more traditional financial 
investment. However, recent sociological 
research has demonstrated that the effect of 
income returns on college enrollment decisions 
of adolescents varies by race/ethnicity, gender, 
and social class; only white men from lower 
socioeconomic origins follow the pattern pre-
dicted by the theory (Beattie, 2002). The human 
capital approach was nonetheless important for 
explaining the rationale behind why individuals 
and governments were willing to invest increas-
ing resources in education.

Many sociologists have adopted the concept 
of human capital to understand how education 
improves individuals’ labor market experiences. 
In the 1970s and 1980s, however, sociologists 
supplemented the notion of human capital by 
developing two related concepts that are dis-
tinctly sociological: cultural capital and social 
capital.

In the early 1970s, Pierre Bourdieu began 
elaborating the concept of cultural capital. 
Bourdieu argued that individuals in society were 
stratified in such a way that they possessed dif-
ferent levels and types of cultural capital. 
Individuals from privileged classes were trained 
from birth to possess cultural dispositions, atti-
tudes, and styles that set them apart from ordi-
nary members of society. Privileged members of 
society made cultural distinctions that other 
members of society accepted. These distinctions 
defined elite forms of culture as superior and 
other forms of culture as less worthy. Individuals 
possessed greater cultural capital if they were 
raised to appreciate upper class cultural forms 

such as opera, classical music, and good man-
ners. Bourdieu argued that individuals whose 
behavior reflected greater accumulations of cul-
tural capital were rewarded by both school per-
sonnel and employers, who deemed these 
individuals more worthy and deserving. 
Differences in cultural capital thus led to ine-
quality in educational achievement and related 
occupational attainment.

In the early 1980s, James Coleman developed 
the concept of social capital. Coleman argued 
that a focus on human and cultural capital 
obscured the fact that one of the greatest resources 
individuals have is their social relationships. 
Coleman elaborated a concept of social capital to 
articulate the differences in the character of social 
relationships that individuals possessed. While 
there are many relevant dimensions of social rela-
tionships that affect individuals (e.g., the fre-
quency, duration, and character of social 
interactions), Coleman focused on one key aspect 
of social relationships in his work on education: 
intergenerational closure. Communities around 
schools varied, according to Coleman, by the 
extent to which the parents of children were in 
contact with youth and with each other. 
Communities had greater closure when adults in 
the community had social relationships that 
allowed them to develop shared norms and val-
ues, to monitor children’s behavior, and to enforce 
proper sets of behavior. When communities 
around schools did not have intergenerational 
closure, student behavior was less successfully 
aligned with adult goals.

alTernaTive TheoreTical aPProaches

Many of the concepts underlying contemporary 
research on education are encompassed in status 
attainment research and the trinity of human, 
cultural, and social capitals. However, the theo-
retical insights from these areas are still an 
incomplete theoretical toolkit for the analysis of 
education.

Émile Durkheim, for example, provides 
essential theoretical insights on the structure of 
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Introduction  •  5

education that are not reflected either in status 
attainment research or in the concepts of human, 
cultural, and social capital. Durkheim, like 
Weber, is a theorist who laid the groundwork for 
modern sociology. Unlike Weber, however, 
Durkheim focused much greater attention on 
noneconomic aspects of education. For 
Durkheim, the key function of the education 
system was to socialize and integrate individuals 
into a larger society. According to Durkheim 
(1965), humans confronted society as an entity 
“superior to themselves, and upon whom they 
depend” (p. 237). Schools functioned as one of 
the most critical socializing instruments of soci-
ety in fulfilling their task of impressing upon 
youth that social institutions possessed moral 
authority and that individual satisfaction was 
possible only when one willingly submitted to 
their rule. Schools worked to integrate individu-
als in society by encouraging students to define 
their own individual will and interests in terms of 
the larger needs and interests of society: that is, 
to internalize external social goals. During the 
middle of the century, Talcott Parsons (1959) 
further developed Durkheim’s functionalist 
explanation for the role of education and society.

An alternative functionalist account for the 
structure of education emerged in the early 
1970s. While sharing a similar logic to 
Durkheim’s earlier work, these theorists adopted 
a more critical neo-Marxist perspective. Samuel 
Bowles, Herbert Gintis, Randall Collins, and 
others argued that schools functioned to integrate 
individuals into an unjust capitalist society; 
because society was inequitable, the school’s 
role in socializing individuals to accept their 
place in the social structure was unjust. Bowles 
and Gintis advanced a social reproduction the-
ory: Schools worked to integrate individuals into 
an inequitable system while simultaneously 
legitimizing that inequality. Similarly, Randall 
Collins argued that schools produced social ine-
quality by providing individuals not simply with 
unequal access to skills and training but with 
credentials and certificates that were rewarded in 
the labor market. In recent decades, writers such 
as Stanley Aronowitz and Henry Giroux (1985) 

have further elaborated this critical neo-Marxist 
view of education.

Other theoretical perspectives that have devel-
oped outside of educational research have been 
subsequently imported and applied to the study of 
schooling. Educational researchers have, for exam-
ple, applied concepts derived from theoretical 
approaches as diverse as symbolic interactionism, 
deconstructionism, and feminism. We have included 
research based on some of these approaches in the 
readings (see Amanda Lewis, C. J. Pascoe, and 
Barrie Thorne), but space limitations prevent full 
discussion and presentation of these alternative the-
oretical paradigms in this book.

Our book does, however, focus attention on 
one additional theoretical perspective: neo-
institutionalism. Beginning with the work of 
John Meyer in the late 1970s, researchers increas-
ingly focused attention on institutional factors 
affecting the structure of schooling. Meyer 
argued that schools faced institutional pressures 
that structured educational practices. The organi-
zational environment around schools provided a 
context that led schools to accept institutional 
norms, values, and practices as taken-for-granted 
assumptions. Institutional isomorphism led 
schools in a common organizational environ-
ment to adopt similar sets of organizational prac-
tices that often had little to do with meeting the 
educational needs of students.

sTraTificaTion WiThin 
and BeTWeen schools

The theoretical approaches identified above have 
informed research designed to explicate the 
structure of stratification within and between 
schools. Sociologists argue that the education 
system is stratified in the sense that student 
assignment to different schools and different 
classrooms determines the character and the 
quality of education that they receive. Implicit in 
the concept of stratification within and between 
schools is the notion of inequality—that is, 
Weber’s insight that status groups use schools to 
gain privileged access to scarce resources.
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6  •  THE STRUCTURE OF SCHOOLING

One fundamental way that schools are strati-
fied in the United States is by sector. Some stu-
dents come from families and communities that 
provide opportunities to enroll in private schools. 
Today, approximately 10 percent of elementary 
and secondary students attend private schools. In 
the past, Catholic schools dominated this private 
school market; in more recent years, as many 
Catholics have become more affluent and moved 
to the suburbs, the role of Catholic schools has 
declined. In the South, fundamentalist private 
schools, as well as homeschooling, have replaced 
the influence of Catholic schools (Stevens, 
2001). As courts forced Southern public schools 
to integrate racially, private fundamentalist 
schools became an increasingly attractive haven 
for white flight. From a sociological perspective, 
it is worth emphasizing that students attending 
private schools are exposed to different educa-
tional experiences. Private schools can often 
provide greater educational resources (Khan, 
Reading 12), differing levels of trust relation-
ships (Bryk and Schneider, 2002), more effective 
disciplinary climates (Arum, Reading 46), and 
alternative curriculum emphasis and instruc-
tional strategies. Private schools have fewer dis-
ciplinary problems than public schools, not only 
because they tend to have greater social capital 
(Coleman and Hoffer, Reading 7), but more 
importantly, because they have a greater ability 
than public schools to expel (or threaten to 
remove) disruptive students without the threat of 
legal challenge.

US schools are also profoundly stratified in 
terms of race and social class. More than four 
decades after Brown v. Board of Education 
(1954), many African American students still 
attend schools with few, if any, white students 
(Orfield, Kucsera, and Siegel-Hawley, Reading 
15). In the Northeast and Midwest, close to half 
of all African American students attend schools 
where more than 90 percent of their fellow stu-
dents are nonwhite. In many of America’s largest 
cities, segregation of nonwhite students is even 
more pronounced. In New York City, for exam-
ple, 74 percent of African American and 68 per-
cent of Latino students attend schools that are 
more than 90 percent nonwhite; in Los Angeles, 

70 percent of African Americans and 69 percent 
of Latinos currently attend such profoundly 
racially segregated schools (Orfield & Monfort, 
1988). Racially segregated schools generate a 
structure of inequality in educational resources 
along multiple dimensions. Racial segregation of 
schools is related to inequality in access to aca-
demically oriented peer climates (Coleman et al., 
Reading 13) and school environments character-
ized by productive parental involvement (Lareau, 
Reading 23). Variation in schools along these 
dimensions creates increased obstacles to educa-
tional achievement for individuals whose early 
educational experiences are in settings that are 
less conducive to learning.

Sociologists of education, however, argue that 
stratification exists not only between schools: 
Inequality is structured by stratification of students 
into different curricular tracks within schools. This 
educational practice, known as tracking, can have 
effects on student educational outcomes greater 
than differences produced by inequality between 
schools. Students in the same school often have 
very different life trajectories due to exposure to 
college preparatory, general, or vocational curric-
ula. Students placed in academic tracks take hon-
ors classes and other advanced coursework have 
higher rates of growth in standardized test perfor-
mance, and they are subsequently more likely to 
attend and succeed in college. Students taking 
vocational coursework in high school, although 
less likely to attend college, are more likely to have 
positive early labor market experiences than they 
would otherwise. Unfortunately, in US high 
schools, many students are exposed to neither col-
lege preparatory nor vocational coursework; 
instead, students often take a general curriculum, 
which fails to prepare them for success in either 
college or the labor force.

class, race, eThniciTy, 
Gender, and sexualiTy

As a result of the variation in backgrounds that 
students bring to classrooms, schools often serve 
to reproduce preexisting social inequality. In 
addition, as a result of variation between schools, 
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Introduction  •  7

tracking within schools, and differences within 
classrooms, schools also can serve to generate or 
increase inequality in society. To identify the role 
of schools in either reproducing or deepening 
social inequality, sociologists have examined the 
trajectories of categorically defined groups of 
individuals. Class, race, and gender—because of 
their salience in affecting life-course outcomes—
have often been the focus of attention.

Status attainment research has demonstrated 
that talented and motivated individuals within 
socially disadvantaged groups can use schools to 
achieve upward social mobility. Schools do work 
to promote limited meritocratic selection of indi-
viduals within groups. Status attainment research, 
however, also demonstrates that schools repro-
duce and intensify the consequences of socially 
disadvantaged group membership. This distinc-
tion is essential to understanding how schools 
affect social inequality. In modern societies, 
individuals from disadvantaged backgrounds can 
use schools as vehicles for upward social mobil-
ity; disadvantaged groups as a whole, however, 
face increased barriers and obstacles in their 
efforts to obtain school success.

The effects of social class background on edu-
cational achievement have long been a focus of 
sociological concern. Sociologists have identified 
persistent patterns of the effects of social class on 
educational achievement: In virtually all devel-
oped capitalist societies, with but a few social-
democratic exceptions, disadvantaged social 
class background remains a significant obstacle 
to educational attainment (Blossfeld and Shavit, 
Reading 19). As the completion of secondary 
school has become increasingly prevalent and 
higher education access has expanded, increased 
analytic attention has focused on the latter (Arum, 
Gamoran and Shavit, Reading 21). In addition, 
researchers such as Paul Willis, Julie Bettie, and 
Annette Lareau have documented the pervasive 
effects of class background on a wide range of 
student and school experiences. Class back-
ground not only limits the resources individuals 
have available to pursue continued education but 
also affects how students and parents interact 
with school personnel and how individuals artic-
ulate, communicate, and produce understandings 

about the role of schools in their lives. Class 
background also is associated with the schools 
students attend, and this sorting of individuals has 
significant effects on educational inequality 
(Reardon, Reading 20).

Racial and ethnic differences are also associ-
ated with variation in educational achievement. 
While some researchers have advanced genetic 
and cultural explanations for these differences 
(e.g., Herrnstein & Murray, 1994; Fordham & 
Ogbu, Reading 25), empirical sociological 
research has largely discredited these approaches. 
Genetic and cultural explanations for racial dif-
ferences in educational achievement have been 
rejected in that they fail to account for the his-
torical pattern of racial differences in educational 
attainment. Structural factors, such as racial 
segregation of schools, resource inequality, and 
social class background, provide more credible 
explanations for racial differences in educational 
attainment. For example, while African 
Americans as a whole continue to score lower 
than whites on standardized tests and have lower 
rates of college and graduate degree attainment, 
these gaps are closing. Today, in spite of signifi-
cant disadvantages in class background, African 
Americans are almost as likely as whites to fin-
ish high school. In addition, African American 
students have higher educational aspirations than 
white students. These findings suggest that 
African Americans often do better than 
expected—not worse, as many cultural and 
genetic theorists predict—on many educational 
indicators. Asian American students also outper-
form white students on many measures of educa-
tional achievement. Latino and Native American 
students, however, continue to have significantly 
low rates of educational attainment relative to 
other racial and ethnic groups. Latinos, who 
often face language barriers in US schools, are 
almost three times more likely than whites to 
drop out of high school.

Gender has also structured patterns of histori-
cal differences in individual experiences within 
the educational system (Tyack & Hansot, 1992). 
Male students tend to receive greater attention 
from their teachers than do female students, 
which can take the form of both increased praise 

                                                                     Copyright ©2015 by SAGE Publications, Inc. 
This work may not be reproduced or distributed  in any form or by any means without express written permission of the publisher. 
 

Do n
ot 

co
py

, p
os

t, o
r d

ist
rib

ute



8  •  THE STRUCTURE OF SCHOOLING

and greater sanctions. Boys are more often 
scolded and labeled bad, but they are also more 
often evaluated as brilliant. These social-psycho-
logical dynamics, in addition to structural factors 
such as gender differences in labor market 
opportunities, underlie variation in the pattern of 
male and female educational achievement. On 
average, contemporary American women have 
slightly higher levels of educational achievement 
than men: They are more likely to finish high 
school and complete college (Buchmann, 
DiPrete, & McDaniel, 2008). Such gender differ-
ences favoring women are particularly pronounced 
among socioeconomically disadvantaged popu-
lations (López, Reading 34). Men, however, are 
more highly concentrated on both ends of the 
educational attainment distribution—that is, 
while men are more likely to drop out of high 
school, they are also more likely to receive 
graduate and professional degrees. Men are also 
more likely to receive postsecondary training in 
relatively lucrative fields such as engineering 
and computer science.

Researchers have also highlighted how schools 
are settings where gender socialization and 
employment discrimination occur. Schools often 
function to socialize boys and girls into accept-
ance of traditional gender roles (Thorne, Reading 
32; López, Reading 34; Pascoe, Reading 36). 
Children often learn these roles as part of a 
school’s “hidden curriculum”—that is, the taken-
for-granted assumptions of the school’s institu-
tional culture. For example, elementary and 
preschool teachers today are overwhelmingly 
female, and occupations in which women are con-
centrated tend to have lower pay, less prestige, and 
little professional autonomy (Apple, Reading 33). 
Students implicitly learn these lessons through 
direct observation of social life within schools.

sTudenT Behavior and 
adolescenT suBculTures

Since Durkheim’s early writings on school disci-
pline, sociologists have focused continued atten-
tion on how schools structure youth behavior. In 
recent decades, as adolescents increasingly attend 

high schools that concentrate youth in settings 
segregated from general adult society, distinctive 
adolescent subcultures and behaviors have 
appeared. Adolescent behavior in schools often is 
explicitly rebellious and at times impervious to 
adult efforts to maintain social control. Researchers 
such as James Coleman worried that adolescents 
had formed subcultures that were in direct opposi-
tion to the academic goals promoted by the educa-
tion system. Sociologists attempted to identify 
structural causes for this rebellious adolescent 
behavior. Stinchcombe (1966), Fordham and 
Ogbu (1986) [Reading 25], and others argued that 
there was a structural logic to youth rebellion. 
Adolescents were not simply acting out irration-
ally but were instead responding to the inequality 
or injustice inherent in their structural conditions.

Recent research suggests that regardless of 
the underlying causes of student misbehavior, 
dangerous and violent consequences often result. 
US schools today face not only disruptive behav-
ior but violent behavior. Recent social surveys 
indicate that a third of students feel that “push-
ing, shoving, grabbing, or slapping” is a major 
problem in their schools. One out of five students 
reports that being “threatened with a knife or 
gun” is a major school problem; similarly, 
approximately the same number of high school 
students reports having carried a weapon on 
school property (Digest of Educational Statistics, 
2008). Sociologists are currently struggling to 
understand the character and implications of 
these changes in adolescent behavior (McFarland, 
Reading 39; Kimmel & Mahler, Reading 40).

Student high school educational experiences 
serve as defining moments in an individual’s 
life-course trajectory. Adolescence is a time 
when individuals struggle with issues of cogni-
tive, social, and moral development. It is a period 
in the life course when individuals often begin 
the process of adult identity formation. 
Individuals grapple with resolving the question: 
Who am I? In contemporary society, adolescents’ 
connection with peers and to interests are often 
mediated by new forms of media (Ito et al., 
Reading 38; Watkins, Reading 28).

It is thus not surprising that educational experi-
ences have lasting effects on life-course outcomes. 
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High school settings and educational experiences 
determine whether youth develop delinquent 
behaviors (Wilson & Herrnstein, 1985); high 
school experiences are also associated with the 
likelihood of teenage pregnancy and the risk of 
subsequent adult incarceration (Arum & Beattie, 
1999; Crane, 1991). Schools do more than simply 
provide skills for individuals; they shape attitudes 
and dispositions that have long-lasting independ-
ent effects on adult life-course outcomes. As tran-
sitions to adult roles in society have increasingly 
been delayed and an individuals’ twenties are now 
more often than not described by social scientists 
as a period of emerging adulthood (Arnett, 2004), 
increased attention has focused on how colleges 
structure student behavior in college and the 
implications of these peer environments on aca-
demic achievement (Hamilton & Armstrong, 
Reading 41; Grigsby, Reading 42; Roksa & Arum, 
Reading 52).

Sociological research on schools has focused 
considerable attention on the links between edu-
cation and adult labor market position. In mod-
ern societies, how well an individual fares in the 
labor market determines not only an individual’s 
access to economic goods and services, but just 
as important, his or her access to other related 
scarce social resources (such as authority, pres-
tige, and status). While researchers have debated 
the specific skills and attitudes that are valued 
and rewarded by employers (Rosenbaum & 
Binder, Reading 43), research is unequivocal on 
one point: Educational achievement determines 
subsequent occupational attainment. How well 
an individual does in school is one of the best 
predictors of how well he or she will do as an 
adult in the labor market (Haller & Portes, 
Reading 4). Inequality in access to education, 
therefore, has clear and profound long-term con-
sequences for an individual’s future well being 
(Fischer et al., 1996).

The orGanizaTional environmenT

While much of the sociology of education has 
focused on identifying how schools affect stu-
dents, an equally interesting and productive line 

of research has focused on how social factors 
structure school organization. Cultural explana-
tions for variation in school practices are inher-
ently appealing (see Tobin, Wu, & Davidson, 
1992), but sociologists have attempted to move 
beyond these simplistic explanations to uncover 
the deeper underlying structural causes for 
school variation.

In the last two decades, neo-institutionalist 
approaches have dominated sociological efforts 
in this area. For example, researchers have 
examined the role of legal and political contexts 
for the lives of students in schools (Gonzales, 
Reading 49; Binder & Wood, Reading 48). 
Researchers have argued that schools are not 
efficiently organized for the production of stu-
dent cognitive gains. Rather, school officials 
pursue their own ends, which often involve 
issues of institutional self-interest, expansion, 
and survival. Schools as organizations are not 
simply about producing educational outputs and 
meeting the needs of students; more important, 
as institutions, they work to ensure organiza-
tional growth and survival in uncertain environ-
ments (Arum, 1996).

The extent to which the organizational envi-
ronment of public schools is hostile, unstable, and 
unpredictable is clear from even a cursory exami-
nation of recent educational policy debates. In 
spite of the fact that public schools are graduating 
more students with mastery of basic academic 
skills than at any time in US history, a sociology 
of school reform suggests that a variety of politi-
cal forces has coalesced to challenge the very 
existence of a public education sector. 
Conservative politicians in recent decades have 
increasingly pushed for the full-scale dismantling 
of public education (Berliner & Biddle, 1996).

We find it ironic that public schools are being 
attacked at a time when society has grown 
increasingly dependent on their role in socializ-
ing and training youth. While critics of public 
schools often focus attention on the low test 
scores of disadvantaged students, they often 
ignore the structural factors underlying this poor 
performance. Policy makers spend endless hours 
discussing the merits of school restructuring, 
national standards, integrating curriculum, and 
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even privatization, but spend too few minutes 
pondering the effects of social background, racial 
segregation, resource inequality, gender segrega-
tion, and other structural factors responsible for 
inequality of educational opportunity. Policy 
makers would do well to remember John Dewey’s 
(1964 [1899]) advice on the matter a century ago:

We are apt to look at the school from an individu-
alistic standpoint, as something between teacher 
and pupil, or between teacher and parent. . . .Yet 
the range of outlook needs to be enlarged. What the 
best and wisest parent wants for his own child, that 
must the community want for all of its children. 
Any other ideal for our schools is narrow and 
unlovely; acted upon, it destroys our democracy. 
(p. 295)

Educational reform, which simultaneously 
improves our schools and strengthens our democ-
racy, is only possible when reforms explicitly 
recognize and address the structural factors 
underlying educational inequality.
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