
Emile Durkheim 
(Functionalist)

Bowles & Gintis (1976)
(Marxist)

Ball, Bowe & Gewirtz (1994)- Parental 
Choice & Competition

Halsey, Heath & Ridge (1980)- Social 
Class Inequality

Ball (1981)- Banding & Teacher 
expectations

Willis (1977)- Learning to Labour
(Marxist)

The major function of education is 
learning society’s norms and values. 
Education provides the link between 
the individual and society. He 
believed that the school provides a 
context in which children learn to 
cooperate with those who are 
neither their kin nor their friends. Rules 
should be strictly enforced in order 
for children to learn self-discipline 
and to see that misbehaviour 
damages society as a whole.

The major role of education is the 
reproduction of labour power. There 
is a close relationship between the 
rules which govern the work place 
and the education system e.g. the 
creation of a hardworking, docile, 
obedient. They reject the view that 
capitalist societies are meritocratic 
and believe that class background is 
the most important factor influencing 
levels of attainment.

A study of fifteen schools in 
neighbouring LEAs with different 
population profiles (e.g. class and 
ethnicity). The study evaluates the 
impact of parental choice and the 
publication of league tables, e.g. the 
pressure to reintroduce streaming 
and setting and the tendency for 
some schools to focus on the more 
able.

The authors found evidence of clear 
class inequalities in education. They 
found that an individual from the 
service class, as compared to one 
from the working class, had four 
times as great a chance of being at 
school at 16. Whilst the chance of an 
individual from the service class 
attending university was eleven times 
greater than one from the working 
class. 

This is a participant observation 
study. The study describes a school in 
the process of change and raises 
questions about the selection and 
socialisation experienced by two 
cohorts moving through the school, 
one banded by ability and the other 
taught in mixed ability classes.

He believes that education is not a 
particularly successful agency of 
socialisation andvthat education 
can have unintended consequences 
that may not be beneficial to 
capitalism. He described the 
existence of a counter culture, which 
was opposed to the values of the 
school. He concluded their rejection 
of the school made them suitable 
candidates for male dominated, 
unskilled or semi-skilled manual work.

The role of education in society.

1. The economic role-teaching skills for work.
Functionalists: Teaches skills and knowledge 
necessary for work. Preparation for real world.

Marxists: This is reinforcing the class system.

2. The selective role- Choosing the most able 
people for the most important jobs.
Functionalists: The system is a sieve. Meritocratic 
system, everyone has equal opportunities to 
succeed, those who work hard and achieve 
are rewarded with higher pay levels/status.
Marxists: Education does not provide equal 
opportunities. Designed to benefit the 
powerful. This is why working-class children 
underperform. 

3. Social Control- teaching acceptance of rules 
and authority
Functionalists: Society must be regulated by 
rules. Schools are an agency of social control.
Marxists: Social control reflects social control in 
the wider society which benefits those in 
power.

4. The political role- teaching people to be 
effective citizens and creating social cohesion.
Functionalists: Acceptance of the political 
system and will exercise their rights wisely 
(voting)
Marxists: Only certain political opinions and 
ideas are tolerated, radical ideas are rejected.

Social Control: Formal
Discipline, punishment, 

school rules.

Social Control: Informal
Peer-group pressure, 

learning to live and work 
with others.

The Hidden Curriculum:
1. Hierarchy: The hierarchy in school 

can be seen to reflect the 
structure of society and in the 
workplace.

2. Competition: School encourages 
competition between students 
e.g. sports, exam results. 

3. Social Control: Rules, regulations, 
obedience and respect for 
authority.

4. Gender role allocation: teacher 
expectations and subject choice

5. Lack of satisfaction: Preparing 
students for boring, meaningless 
and repetitive jobs is a similar 
experience to employees at 
work,
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socialisation, it maintains social stability and 
social cohesion. Prepares young people for 
working life and adulthood. Teaches 
specialist skills for work. Education is 
meritocratic.
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Prepares young people for a capitalist 
society. Education is not meritocratic. 
Encourages conformity and acceptance of 
social position. The hidden curriculum 
teaches young people the expectations of 
society. 
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There are inequalities in the education 
system between boys and girls. It plays a role 
in socialisation of boys and girls. Even 
thought girls are outperforming boys, 
education still reinforces patriarchal views.

Talcott Parsons (Functionalist)
• Schools prepare children for the same universalistic standards- the opposite of the 

particularistic standards from homelife.
• Schools promote a value consensus: encouraged to achieve high and the rewards 

encourage them to maximise their potential. Students are also competing on equal 
terms in the classroom. 

• Meritocracy: students achievements are based on their abilities and efforts, not on 
social class, gender or ethnicity, 

• Role allocation: matched to the correct job based on skill/knowledge.

Why are independent 
schools favoured by some?

Why are state 
schools favoured 

by others?

• Lower teacher-student 
ratio which means 
smaller classes so 
students receive more 
attention

• Resources/ facilities are 
better

• Academic culture
• Parental input, 

expectations and 
support tends to be 
higher

• Free and not 
based on 
ability

• More socially 
mixed

• Upward social 
mobility

• Students do 
not have to 
travel far on a 
daily basis

Pre-School (3-5 years). 
May be provided 
through the local 

authority or private.

Primary (5-11 years). 
Refers to both infant & 

junior schools.

Secondary (11-16 
years). Most provided 

for by the state in 
comprehensive schools.

Further & Higher 
Education (16-18 years). 

Sixth Form, college or 
apprenticeships.

Arguments for vocational education Arguments against vocational education

• It will lead to a more skilled, better-
qualified workforce that will make 
Britain more competitive

• Functionalists believe it shows the 
importance the education system has 
to provide skills and expertise needed 
by industry & the economy.

• The emphasis on skills training disguises 
the fact that the problem is not that 
young people lack necessary skills for 
work it’s that there is no work for skilled 
young people.

• Marxists argue it is viewed as lower 
status compared to purely academic 
qualifications.

• Seen as replicating the Tripartite 
system

De-schooling: Illich (1995) argues that 
schools repress children and promotes 
passive conformity rather than developing 
creative individuals. He argues for de-
schooling. School should be abolished and 
people should pursue knowledge and skills 
with like-minded individuals

Home education (home schooling): Teaching 
children at home rather than in a state or 
independent school. Parents or tutors usually carry 

this out. It is a legal option for people who with to 
provide a different learning environment or ethos to 
local schools. Recently raised issues around 
standards and impact on social development.



1944 Butler Education Act
• Equal chance to develop talents, free state run 

education
• Introduction of a meritocratic system in which children 

received an education based on their academic 
ability rather than the ability of their parents to pay.

• Introduction of the 11+ exam and the Tripartite System:
Secondary Modern
Secondary Technical
Grammar

1965: The Comprehensive 

System
• One school for everyone- all 

abilities and social classes.
• No labelling as a failure, 

seen as fairer. 
• Each school has a specific 

‘catchment’

1988 Education Act
• Introduction of the marketisation of 

education- consumer choice and 
competition. Focus on parental choice, 
funding based on student numbers and 
more freedom for schools.

• The introduction of the National 
Curriculum- core subjects for ages 5-16.

• Introduction of testing- GCSE 
examination.

1997 New Labour Educational Policy
• Raising Standards: providing nursery places for 3-4 year olds, 

reducing class sizes, national literacy & numeracy schemes, 
‘special measures’, ‘value-added’ feature on league 
tables.

• Reducing inequality: introduction of Educational 
Maintenance Allowance (EMA), Aim Higher Programme, 
The Sure Start programme and Connexions.

• Promoting Diversity & Choice- Introduction of specialist and 
faith schools.

Since 2010 

educational policies.
• New style academies
• Free Schools
• Pupil Premium

Comprehensive-
One school for 
everyone

Grammar School-
more academic 

Private Schools-
Charge fees

Public Schools-
Older, more 
famous schools 
such as Eton & 
Harrow.

State Schools-
Free schools 
available for 
everyone of all 
abilities

Independent Schools-
Public & Private 
Schools

Home education-
teaching children at 
home using parents or 
tutors.

Vocational education-
work-related 
qualifications and 
training.

Specialist schools-
raise standards of 
achievement based 
on their strengths e.g. 
sport

Faith Schools- Schools 
that are run with a 
religious ethos

Academies- Taken out 
of local authority 
control. Private 
sponsors help to raise 
achievement.

Free Schools- schools 
that can be set up 
and run by groups of 
parents, teachers, 
businesses etc. 

Material deprivation:
Costs of uniforms, sports 

kits and special materials 
may keep poorer children 

away from school.

Social Class:
Statistics tend to show 

that the higher a 
student’s social class 

background, the 
greater chance they 

have of achieving high 
educational 

qualifications.

Material environment:
Living conditions such as poor 
housing, overcrowding, lack of 
privacy or quiet places to do 
homework adversely affect 

performance and 
attendance.Parental attitudes:

Middle-class Values: Desire for 
control over their lives, 
emphasis on future planning, 
deferred gratification, 
individual achievement stress.
Working-class values-
passive/fatalistic acceptance, 
emphasis on present or past, 
present gratification, collection 
action stressed.

Middle class parents know how 
to “work the system” such as 
how to hold disagreements with 
teachers, which educational 
resources to purchase. They 
may also expect more from 
their children and show more 
interest in their progress.

Cultural Deprivation:
A middle-class students 

upbringing may put them at 
an advantage over working-

class students e.g. family 
visits to libraries, museums or 
holidays, homes filled with 

books, educational toys and 
electronic media are the 

norm in middle-class homes.

Social Capital:
Middle-class children will 

socialise with children in a 
similar class to themselves. Their 

parents will be part of a 
network of social relationships 
that give them benefits e.g. 

friends with teachers, university 
lecturers, doctors etc. 

The School:
Teachers make judgments and 

classify students. These judgments 
can often affects a child’s chances 

of educational achievement.

The ‘Halo effect’
Judging a student as 

‘bright’ while they tend to 
question the good 

performance of those 
children who are less well 

behaved. 

The ‘self-fulfilling’ prophecy
If teachers have low 

expectations, or see a 
child as only being 

capable of reaching a 
certain level of academic 

achievement this can 
make students bring on 

their own ‘self-image’ into 
line with the teachers 

judgement.

Streaming
Putting students into 

groups, based on 
assessment of general 

ability. This can lead to a 
“counter-culture”.

Paul Willis- Learning to 
Labour- Anti School 

subculture

Gender:
Official statistics reveal 

some differences in 
educational achievement 

based on gender

Feminist Movement
Change in attitudes towards 

women’s roles and expectations-
encouraging educational success 

and the ability to have a professional 
career.

Changing Job Opportunities
Decreases in ‘male’ jobs in 

manufacturing and engineering, 
but an increase in ‘female’ jobs 

in the service industry

Legal Changes
The Sex 

Discrimination Act 
(1975)

Raised awareness of 
equal opportunities.

Subject Choice.
Gender 

stereotyping in 
textbooks, or role 

models of teachers 
in certain subject 

areas (male 
dominated maths & 

science) and 
continued gender 

stereotyping by 
teachers.

Ethnicity:
Statistics show some ethnic 

groups under achieve, 
whilst others over achieve.

Home and Social Class 
background.

Class position may influence 
achievement dependant on the 

types of work offered to particular 
groups. In other words there is a 
‘doubling up’ of factors. Some 

differences could be accounted 
for due to class and home life.

Cultural differences.
Cultural norms and values may be different to 

‘mainstream’ British norms and values. The 
language spoken at home may also be an 

important factor.

Parental expectations.
Some research into different ethnic 
groups has concluded that some 
groups put more pressure on their 

children achieving at school, whilst 
others show less interest. Some have 
experienced poor education in their 
home countries and may therefore 
have a strong desire to help their 

children’s education more. However, 
a poor education may results in a 
lack of ability to help their children 

with homework.

Teachers expectations.
Some teachers may have 

higher or lower expectations of 
certain ethnic groups.

The Hidden Curriculum.
It is argued that certain subjects are biased 

towards white European culture. Some books 
may present stereotypical images of some 

minority groups.



Education: Common misconceptions and correct 
answers!

• ‘School just teaches you stuff’- sociologists identify 5 specific roles of education sociologists 
disagree about whether those roles are functional for society and its members

• The social class gap in educational achievement has now closed- this gap still exists today 
despite many government reforms to reduce or close it.

• Students who don’t succeed in school don’t care about doing well-whilst this may be the 
case for some students, sociologists argue that many students are very disadvantaged, 
compared to their peers. They may living in poverty with poor living conditions, very few 
facilities, without books or resources for school. They may not have enough food to eat. 
These factors have an impact on attendance to school and levels of achievement.

• Girls do better at GCSE than boys because they are more naturally able-Sociologists 
identify many reasons why achievement for females has improved, For example, the 
feminist movement, changing job opportunities, legal changes and equal opportunities 
policies.



Nuclear Family 
(cereal packet)

Father, Mother & 
Children

Same-Sex Family
Gay or lesbian 

couple living in a 
house, possibly with 

children.

Extended family
Includes relatives 

beyond the nuclear 
family

Beanpole Families
Multiple generations 
of older people and 

few children

Lone-Parent Families
One parent and 

child(ren) who live 
together

Reconstituted 
Families

Sometimes referred 
to as a step family. 

Children from a 
previous relationship 

so one adult is a 
biological parent, 
the other is a step-

parent.

Household: 
Consists of one 

person who 
lives alone or a 

group of 
people living at 

the same 
address.

Reasons for increase in one-person households:
 Remain single and childless
 Divorced
 International migrants
 Living alone through choice
 Cohabiting (potentially before marriage)
 Choosing to live apart from partner.

Rapoport and Rapoport 
(1982)- Family Diversity

Young & Wilmott (1973)
(Functionalist)

Talcott Parsons (1956) 
(Functionalist)

Eli Zaretsky (1976)-
(Marxist)

Delphy & Leonard
(Radical Feminists)

Ann Oakley (1974)
(Feminist)

The family is going through 
a process of change. 
There is a wider range of 
options available & 
people value choice in 
their family pattern. No 
one dominant norm 
anymore. Five types of 
family diversity: 
Organisational, cultural, 
class, life course and 
cohort. 

Suggested the 
‘Symmetrical family ‘ is 
typical-similar contributions 
made by each spouse to 
the running of the 
household e.g. shared 
chores and shared 
decisions. Conjugal roles 
are not interchangeable, 
but they are of equal 
importance.

The family has lost some of 
its functions, such as 
education. The family is 
almost functionless, but still 
has two important 
functions. Primary 
socialisation and the 
stabilisation of adult 
personalities e.g. to give 
and receive emotional 
support. 

He believes that the 
family has become a 
prop to the capitalist 
economy (eg the 
system depends on the 
domestic labour of 
housewives who 
reproduce future 
generations of workers) 
whilst also serving as a 
vital unit of 
consumption.

Men are the prime 
beneficiaries of the 
exploitation of women’s 
labour. They believe that the 
family has a central role in 
maintaining patriarchy. When 
wives have paid employment 
outside the home they still 
have to carry out household 
tasks which are not equally 
shared with their male 
partners.

Rejects the symmetrical 
family. The conventional 
family is no longer the 
norm. People expect a 
conventional family life to 
bring happiness, but there 
are strains e.g. depression, 
health problems, stress, 
from the conventional 
expectations.
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The family is a key social structure as it 
performs several essential functions for 
individuals and society. Murdock (1949) 
argues four vital functions:
1. Sexual Function: regulates sexual 

behaviour that is approved by society.
2. Reproductive function: New family 

members- procreation & childrearing.
3. Economic function: providing shelter, 

food & clothes. Economic cooperation 
between husband & wife.

4. Educational function: primary 
socialisation and discipling. 
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The family is one of the key institutions that 
social inequalities are passed on through the 
generations. 
• The bourgeoise pass on their wealth to 

family members
• Educational advantages are passed 

down as people from wealthy 
backgrounds can afford to send their 
children to private schools

• Through the socialisation process  people 
learn to accept their position.
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Families have a negative impact on the lives 
of women. Families socially construct gender 

differences- canalisation. Children also learn 
gender expectations through the division of 
domestic labour e.g. Mum cleaning up.

Segregated conjugal roles:
Clear division of tasks divided 
into male and female tasks. 
Husband & wife spend little 

time together.

Joint conjugal roles:
Do not have a rigid division 

of household tasks. 
Husband & wife spend time 

together.

How have families changed?:
 Smaller (less children)
 Marriage is less likely
 Parents are older
 Joint Conjugal roles
 Family diversity
 Increase in divorce, rise in 

reconstituted.

Why have families changed?:
 Laws (gay rights, divorce is 

easier.)
 Rise of feminism
 Diversity
 Technology (contraception, 

fertility)
 Changing norms & values
 Secularisation- religion is less of 

an influence.

Patterns of marriage:
 Decline
 Later in life
 Civil partnership/same-sex
 Increase in cohabitation
 Increase in births outside of 

marriage

Patterns of divorce:
 Changes in the law
 Changing social attitudes & values
 Impact of secularisation
 Changes in the status of women
 Influence of media. 

Consequences 
of divorce:
 Emotional 

distress
 Financial 

hardship
 Remarriage

Parent & 
child 

relationship 
change

Families used to rely 
on children's 

income until the 
Education Act of 

1918 and childhood 
began

Boomerang children: 
Young people who 

leave home (for 
university or travelling) & 
return to living with their 

parent(s)

Children are seen as 
important members of the 
family and their opinions 

are listened to.

Parents are now less 
authoritarian

Contemporary social issues:
 The quality of parenting
 Relationships between 

teenagers & adults
 Care of the elderly.



Families: Common misconceptions and 
correct answers.

• Families mean the same thing to everyone- this isn’t the case, sociologists 
identity many family types and acknowledge varied experiences of family life.

• Family life is the same around the world- families vary depending on culture, 
political and economic systems. 

• Family life is always functional and stable- some families are not safe and happy 
places. Sociologists refer to this as the ‘dark side of the family’.

• All family members have equal power-this is an area of disagreement amongst 
sociologists. Some argue that men and women are still largely unequal in the 
home, and this is not necessarily the case for same sex families. Power 
differences also continues to exist between parents and children and between 
children.

• All women feel ‘naturally’ maternal and want to be housewives- many women 
actively choose to stay childless and do not want to have children. They are not 
any less ‘female’. 

• The rise in divorce rates is due to people having affairs- there are many reasons 
for the rise in divorce such as; changes in the law, changing attitudes towards 
divorce, decline in religious pressure to stay married and the influence of the 
media who emphasises ‘romantic love’, rather than marriage for life.



Primary Research
(data collected first 

hand.)

Interviews
Surveys

Experiments
Questionnaires
Focus groups
Case Studies
Observations

Secondary Research
(data from previously 
published sources.)

Census
Website
Journals
Media
Books

Official statistics
Primary data

ANYTHING 

 Reliable
 Relevant
 Scientific
 Preferred by Positivists
X Costly
X Time consuming
X Sampling needs to 

be generalisable

 Large Scale
 Cheap
 Quick
 Only way to study 

historical issues
 Preferred by 

Interpretivists
X Reliability could be 

questioned
X Interpretation issues

Evaluating 
research

Validity: Data is valid if 
it gives a true picture of 

social reality Reliability: Data is seen 
as reliable if other 

researchers using the 
same methods get the 

same results.

Ethics: Research 
must be carried 
out in a morally 

acceptable way
Generalisation: Assuming the results are valid, 

reliable and representative you should be able 
to generalise your findings

Representativeness: 
Sociologists want the 

sample they are studying 
to represent a large group 

of people

Sampling Methods

Probability (or random) sampling Non-probability sampling

Simple random sampling
Systematic random 

sampling
Stratified random sampling Snowball sampling Quota sampling Purposive sampling

Use a computer to 
generate a random 
sample, everyone has as 
much chance as the 
other.

The researcher uses a 
system to pick the 
participants (eg. every
10th name on the register).

This involves picking 
people from
different groups within the 
population

The researcher selects one 
person, then asks them to 
put them in touch with 
other people, etc.

Each interviewer has an 
exact number of people 
from categories that they 
need e.g. females, 
teenagers.

The sample is collected 
according to a known 
characteristic e.g. a 
teacher.

An unrepresentative sample:  
difficult to generalise. Some 
Groups are overrepresented

Postal / Email Questionnaires:
 Quick
 Easy to send to lots of people (representative & reliable).
x Response rate is about 10% 
x Might not understand the questions (less valid).

Structured/ Semi-structured Interviews:
 All participants are asked the same questions (reliable)
 Can explain what questions mean (valid);
 Ability to explain answers further in a semi-structured interview (valid).
x Interviewer bias

Informal (Unstructured) Interviews:
 Participants can talk about what is important to them (valid)
 The researcher can ask the participant what their answers mean (valid).
x Every interview is different, hard to compare the results of all the interviews 

(less reliable)

Group interviews
 Access a wide range of views and experiences
 Participants may feel more at ease.
 Save time and money
x Some may dominate discussion/everyone might not be heard
x Cannot assure confidentiality

Participant observation
 Watch how participants behave (valid)
 Can see the world from participants’ point of view (valid).
x If participants know they are being observed, then they will not act naturally
x The researcher might have to get involved in criminal behaviour (unethical)
x If participants do not know they are being observed, then they can not give 

their permission (consent – unethical).

Official Statistics
 The data is usually based on the whole population (representative).
 May be the only source of data
 Can investigate trends over time
x Cannot check the validity
x Could be politically biased

A representative sample:  typical 
of the wider population

Qualitative Data: data 
presented in words or 
visual form e.g. diary, 
photographs, mass 

media

Quantitative 
Data: data 

presented in 
numerical form 

presented in 
graphs, pie 

charts or tables 
of statistics e.g. 
official statistics

Closed (or fixed-
choice) questions

 Easy to process and present
x Doesn’t allow for the respondent to expand on their answer

Open-ended 
questions

 Able to give a more detailed answer
x Difficult to convert into statistics
x More time consuming to process



Common misconceptions and correct 
answers!

• Reliability and Validity mean the same thing- these are 
different ways of evaluating sociological research. Data is 
reliable if the same or consistent results are found a second 
time, using the same methods. Valid results gives a true 
picture of social reality.

• Researchers only ever use quantitative or qualitative 
methods- sociologists will often combine these approaches. 
This is called triangulation.

• Random sampling means picking people at random, any 
one who is available to participate in your study- random 
sampling is a way of achieving a sub group, in which each 
member of the population being studied has a known 
chance of being selected for inclusion in the sample. For 
example: Year 10 sociology students have their names put 
into a hat and 10 names are selected for the study.


