
Component 1.3: Education 

Theories of education 

Functionalism
 
• Education performs valuable 

functions for society.
• Schools are agents of secondary 

socialisation and socialise children 
into norms and values.

• Schools promote a sense of 
unity.

• Schools prepare children with the 
qualities they need for work.

• Schools work on meritocracy 
and reward the most able and       
hard-working.

• Durkheim and Parsons

Marxism
 
• Education is rigged and benefits 

capitalism and the upper classes.
• The upper and middle classes 

possess cultural capital, which 
ensures they succeed and the 
class system is reproduced.

• Schools correspond to work and 
promote the qualities needed to 
make sure workers do what the 
bosses want.

• The idea of meritocracy is a ‘giant 
myth’ promoted by schools.

• Bourdieu, Bowles and Gintis

Interactionism
 
• Inequalities in education are a result of 

interactions in the classroom, mainly 
between teachers and pupils.

• Teachers attach labels to students and 
treat them with these labels in mind.

• The labels are often associated with 
characteristics linked to social class.

• This may affect how students see 
themselves and lead to a self-fulling 
prophecy where the labels are fulfilled.

• Hargreaves, Ball and Becker

Feminism
 
• School is patriarchal, so boys 

benefit more than girls.
• Schools pass on patriarchy 

through the hidden 
curriculum.

• Boys dominate the 
playground and classroom 
and receive more of the 
teachers’ time.

• Becky Francis

Influences on 
educational 
attainment

Major points Sociologists

Cultural factors

Working-class groups may not have the appropriate values, language codes and parental encouragement needed to succeed 
at school. They may be used to blame working-class groups and the way they are socialised.
Some, such as Marxists, argue that the working class do not possess the cultural capital to succeed at school. This refers to 
economic and cultural factors such as language skills and interests, and knowledge of art, theatre and literature.
Others argue that some working-class groups may not possess social capital. This refers to the ability to navigate the 
education system and to achieve success.

Hyman (1960s-70s)
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Material factors

Some theories refer to money and the things that can be bought, which might help children to succeed, such as equipment, 
tuition and internet access. 
They also refer to the living conditions of the children such as housing, space to complete homework, heating, and adequate 
food and clothing. They affect where children can afford to live and the school they can attend; children who are without these 
necessities are said to be in material deprivation.

Noble

Ball

School

The school children attend, the way it is organised, and resources they have access to may also affect achievement.
Schools may have a middle-class ethos or irrelevant curriculum which may cause children to disengage from school.
Teachers may attach labels to children which are often associated with social class, gender and ethnicity. Middle-class pupils 
are more likely to be labelled as ideal. Children may see themselves in the context of their labels and live up to them. Children 
may disengage from school and form anti-school subcultures. Some schools may have a patriarchal or racist culture.
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