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bias, profanity, slang or nonstandard English, racism 
or racial hatred, and antireligious or presumed anti-
American sentiment. For example, Family Friendly 
Libraries, an online grassroots interest group that 
started in Virginia, argues that the popular Harry Potter 
books should be banned from school libraries. The 
members of this group believe the series promotes 
the religion of witchcraft (DeMitchell and Carney 2005). 
Each year the American Library Association studies 
the most frequently challenged books. In 2013, they 
included Captain Underpants (Dav Pilkey), The Bluest 
Eye (Toni Morrison), The Absolutely True Diary of a 
Part-Time Indian (Sherman Alexie), Fifty Shades of Grey 
(E. L. James), The Hunger Games (Suzanne Collins), 
A Bad Boy Can Be Good for a Girl (Tanya Lee Stone), 
Looking for Alaska (John Green), The Perks of Being 
a Wallflower (Stephen Chbosky), Bless Me, Ultima 
(Rudolfo Anaya), and Bone (Jeff Smith). (To see a more 
complete list and reason they were banned, see www 
.ala.org/bbooks/frequentlychallengedbooks/top10.)

These battles over curriculum are so fierce 
because the vast majority of U.S. schoolchildren 
attend public schools, one institution where differ-
ences of opinion are played out because parents can 
have a say about the curriculum. We now turn to how 
both public and private schools can produce and 
reproduce inequality from one generation to the next. 

Education, the Family, and Inequality. The social 
institutions of family and education impact each other 
in many ways, some of which we have already men-
tioned. When children enter kindergarten or primary 
school, they bring their prior experience, including 

help she or he needs. Thus, we see that organizational 
requirements of education systems at a meso level 
can influence the personal student-teacher relation-
ship at the micro level. 

Functions of Education. Formal education in 
schools serves certain crucial purposes in society, 
especially as societies modernize. The functions of 
education as a social institution are outlined in Figure 
10.6. Note that some functions are planned and for-
malized (manifest functions), whereas others are unin-
tended and unorganized—the informal results of the 
educational process (latent functions). Latent functions 
of schooling are often just as important to the soci-
ety as manifest functions. For example, imagine what 
would happen to productivity if schools did not give 
parents release time from child care responsibilities so 
that they could perform other roles.

The means of carrying out the manifest functions 
do not go unchallenged, especially when decisions 
about what should be taught, and how, are discussed. 
Consider conflicts that occur routinely in many local 
communities over what to teach in sex education and 
science courses, as well as over content thought to 
contain obscenity, sex, nudity, political or economic 

Manifest Functions (intended; formalized)

•• Teach students the skills necessary to become 
educated, effective participants of society.

•• Socialize children to be productive members of 
society.

•• Select individuals for key positions in society.

•• Promote social participation, change, and 
innovation.

•• Enhance personal independence and social 
development.

Latent Functions (unintended; informal)

•• Confine and supervise underage citizens.

•• Weaken parental controls over youths.

•• Provide opportunities for peer cultures to develop.

•• Provide contexts for the development of friendships 
and mate selection.

FIGURE 10.6  Key Functions of 
Formal Education (Schools)

Education provides hope in this refugee camp in the Central 
African Republic. The adults created this school for children, 
even though families often lack food. They view education as a 
functional necessity for the future of their children.
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