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teachers (as authority figures who should be left alone to 
do their job) are some of the reasons many lower-income 
parents do not play an active role in their children’s 
schooling (Cheung and Pomerantz 2012). Children who 
must make educational decisions on their own have a 
greater likelihood of doing poorly or dropping out of 
school (Jaeger 2011).

Wealthier students also tend to be healthier stu-
dents—another advantage in the educational institution. 
Healthier children do better academically. Children from 
low-income families tend to have less access to nutri-
tious food and safe areas to play. Providing a variety of 
healthy food choices at school and devising ways to make 
exercise fun and available for all students can impact the 
health gap between poor and wealthier students as well 
as educational inequality. Recognizing the connection 
between health and educational achievement, as well as 
the obesity epidemic, the Obama administration estab-
lished higher nutritional standards for school lunches, 
working to ensure that low-income students who rely on 
free or reduced-price lunches have healthy meals to eat 
(Nixon 2012).

Thinking Sociologically
Provide some examples of links between academic 
success in schools and at least two other social  
institutions.

EDUCATION ISSUES: THE 
ROAD TO OPPORTUNITY?
Elite preparatory (prep) schools in England, Japan, the 
United States, and many other countries traditionally have 
been the training ground for the sons and daughters of the 
elite. Because elite schools are very expensive and highly 
selective, affluent members of society have the most access 
to them and thereby learn class privilege and advantage 
(Howard and Gaztambide-Fernandez 2010; Persell and 
Cookson 1985; Wade 2012). Only about 8% of U.S. stu-
dents attended private K–12 schools in 2011 (Ewert 2013). 
Elite schools perpetuate elevated prestige and “reproduce 
social class.”

When elites of society protect their educational advan-
tages, the result is reproduction of class—the socioeco-
nomic positions of one generation passing on to the next. 
This process takes place, in part, through the socialization 
of young people into adult work roles and compliance with 

the modern economic and political institutions and their 
needs. Schools teach students from lower socioeconomic 
positions to obey authority and accept the dominant ideol-
ogy that justifies social inequality. If citizens believe that 
those with the best educations and jobs in their society 
personally earned them, they are not motivated to change 
the system. By promoting the legitimacy of the system, 
schools serve the interests of the privileged (Bowles and 
Gintis 2002; R. Collins 2004).

Critics of the increasing efforts to promote school 
choice and more charter schools (publicly funded inde-
pendent schools) fear that public schools might be left 
with the least capable students and teachers, further strat-
ifying an already troubled system. Students often gain 
entrance into charter schools through a lottery for which 
some—but not all—parents register. This can result in a 
“creaming process” that leaves traditional public schools 
with students whose parents are less involved in their edu-
cational process. This leads us to our next issue: Can 
schools bring about equality in societies?

Thinking Sociologically
Consider the community in which you went to high 
school. Do you think the education there enhances 
upward social mobility and serves all students and 
the community, or does it serve the affluent, repro-
ducing social class and training people to fulfill posi-
tions at the same level as their parents, or is it some 
combination of the two? Explain.

When children are hungry, they are not likely to concentrate 
on learning. Thus, provision of quality nutrition for low-income 
children has become an issue in educational programs. The federal 
government has stepped in to provide support and standards for 
nutrition in schools.
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