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newly arrived immigrants” as potential sources of the public education crisis (Meier 
1995:9). At the time, the government’s response was the creation of the modern 
school system with two tracks, one for terminal high school degrees and the other 
for college-bound students (Meier 1995).

The current call for educational reform was initiated during President Ronald 
Reagan’s administration. In 1983, the National Commission on Excellence in Educa-
tion released its report, A Nation at Risk: The Imperatives for Educational Reform, 
a scathing indictment of the education system. The commission was created by 
Secretary of Education T. H. Bell to respond to what he called the “widespread public 
perception that something is seriously remiss in our educational system” (National 
Commission on Excellence in Education 1983:7). Claiming that we are raising  
a scientifically and technologically illiterate generation, the commission noted the 
relatively poor performance of American students in comparison with their inter-
national peers, declining standardized test scores, the weaknesses of our school  
programs and educators, and the lack of a skilled American workforce (National 
Commission on Excellence in Education 1983).

The educational reform movement marches on, gaining momentum with each 
elected president. At one time or another, each president after Reagan has referred 

Functional Conflict/Feminist Interactionist 

Explanation of 
education

Using a macro perspective, 
functionalists examine the 
functions of the educational 
system.

The educational system is 
strained from performing 
multiple functions.

Conflict and feminist 
theorists address how 
the educational system 
perpetuates economic, 
ethnic, and gender 
inequalities.

Students, depending on 
their social backgrounds, 
are differentially treated by 
the educational system.

Using a micro perspective, 
an interactionist focuses 
on how the educational 
experience is created 
through interaction and 
shared meanings in the 
classroom.

Questions asked 
about education and 
its social problems

What manifest or latent 
functions does education 
serve?

How is education affected 
by other social institutions?

How does education 
perpetuate social 
inequalities?

Is one group more 
disadvantaged than 
another?

How do classroom dynamics 
determine the educational 
success of a student?

What is the relationship 
between teacher–student 
interaction and student 
success?

How does student tracking 
or labeling impact student 
achievement?
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