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STRUCTURE AND 
FUNCTION OF EDUCATION: 
MESO-LEVEL ANALYSIS
Schools can be like mazes, with passages to negotiate, 
hallways lined with lockers, and classrooms that set the 
scene for the education process. Schools are mazes in a 
much larger sense as well. They involve complex, interwo-
ven social systems at the meso level—the state agencies 
above the local community that affect a school’s opera-
tions. At this level, we encounter the formal organization 
of the school system in a more bureaucratized form.

Organizational requirements of education systems at a 
meso level can influence the personal student–teacher 
relationship at the micro level. Bureaucratic systems pro-
vide a way to document and process masses of students 
coming from different backgrounds in an efficient and 
cost-effective way. Yet the very structure that facilitates 
mass education may put constraints on individual class-
rooms and students with different learning styles and 
problems.

Bureaucratic School Structure
Recall Weber’s bureaucratic model of groups and organi-
zations, discussed in Chapter 5. The points below show 
how bureaucracy applies to schools.

1.	 Schools have a division of labor among adminis-
trators, teachers, students, and support person-
nel. The roles associated with the statuses are part 
of the school structure. Individual teachers or stu-
dents hold these roles for a limited time and are 
replaced by others coming into the system.

2.	 The administrative hierarchy incorporates a chain 
of command and channels of communication.

3.	 Specific rules and procedures in a school cover 
everything from course content to discipline in 
the classroom and use of the schoolyard.

4.	 Personal relationships are downplayed in favor of 
formalized relations among members of the sys-
tem, such as placement on the basis of tests and 
grades.

5.	 Rationality governs the operations of the organi-
zation; people are hired and fired on the basis of 
their qualifications and how well they do their jobs 
(unless or until they attain tenure) (Weber 1947).

One result of bureaucracy is that some children’s spe-
cial needs—such as personal problems or learning diffi-
culties—are not always met (Kozol 2006; Sizer 1984; 
Waters 2012). Impersonal rules can lock people into rigid 
behavior patterns, leading to apathy and alienation. In 
schools, these feelings cause passivity or acting out among 
students, which, in turn, frustrates teachers. These chil-
dren view school not as a privilege but as a requirement 
imposed by an adult world. Caught between the demands 
of an impersonal bureaucracy and individual goals for 
their students, teachers cannot always give every child the 
personal help she or he needs. Thus, we see how organiza-
tional requirements of education systems at a meso level 
can influence the personal student–teacher relationship 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 Table 10.4. Note that some 
functions are planned and formalized (manifest func-
tions), whereas others are unintended and unorganized—
the informal results of the educational process (latent 
functions). Latent functions of schooling are often just as 
important to the society as manifest functions. For exam-
ple, imagine what would happen to productivity if schools 
did not give parents release time from childcare responsi-
bilities so that they could perform other roles.
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Four-year-old preschoolers recite the Pledge of Allegiance. Developing 
patriotism is part of the implicit and informal curriculum of schools—
and sometimes part of the formal curriculum.


