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Can Schools Bring About  
Equality in Societies?
Equal opportunity exists when all people have an equal 
chance of achieving high socioeconomic status in society 
regardless of their class, ethnicity, race, or gender 
(Riordan 2004). James Coleman describes the meaning 
and goals of equal opportunity:

•• To provide a common curriculum for all children
regardless of background

•• To allow children from diverse backgrounds to
attend the same school

•• To provide equality within a given locality
(Coleman 1968, 1975, 1990)

Equal educational opportunity means that children 
are provided with equal facilities, financing, and access to 
school programs. Schools in poor neighborhoods or in 
rural villages around the world, however, often lack the 
basics: safe buildings, school supplies and books, and 
funds to operate. Students who live in these areas fall dis-
proportionately to the bottom of the educational hierar-
chy. Many children face what seem to be insurmountable 
barriers to educational success, such as poverty, lack of 
health care, homelessness, hunger, and pressure to drop 

out to help the family (Kozol 2012; Noguera 2011). These 
conditions at home and in neighborhoods affect children’s 
achievement in school and on standardized test scores 
(Boger and Orfield 2009; J. S. Coleman 1990).

Who Gets Ahead and Why? The  
Role of Education in Stratification
Any school or educational institution is supposed to be a 
meritocracy, a social group or organization in which peo-
ple are allocated to positions according to their abilities 
and credentials, as in level of education attained. This, of 
course, is consistent with the principles of a meritocratic 
social system, where the most qualified person is pro-
moted, and decisions are impersonal and based on “cre-
dentials” (Charles, Roscigno, and Torres 2007). Still, in 
societies around the world, we see evidence that middle-
class and elite children receive more and better education 
than equally qualified poor children. Children do not 
attend school on an equal footing, and in many cases, mer-
itocracy does not exist at all.

Three practices that tend to lead to inequality in 
schools—testing, tracking, and funding—illustrate how 
schools perpetuate and reproduce social class and social 
stratification systems. They also give clues as to what 
might be done to mitigate inequality in education.

Assessing Student Achievement: Testing.  Testing 
is one means of placing students in schools according to 
their achievement and merit and of determining academic 
progress. Yet many scholars, including sociologists of edu-
cation, argue that standardized test questions, the vocabu-
lary employed, and testing situations disadvantage 
lower-class, minority, and immigrant students. These dis-
advantages often result in lower scores among these 
groups, relegating these students to lower tracks in the 
education system (Gardner 1987, 1999; M. Smith 2008).

Moreover, higher-income parents have the means to 
seek educational opportunities outside of school that give 
their children a further edge over other students on stan-
dardized tests. Families with more economic resources 
can provide more chances to learn through travel, going to 
museums, and mixing with members of the elite. They can 
also provide shadow education—learning opportunities 
outside of school, such as tutoring, test prep, and summer 
programs (Buchmann, Condron, and Roscigno 2010). 
Table 10.5, in the next “Engaging Sociology,” shows differ-
ences in ACT and SAT scores depending on sex, race, and 
ethnic group. Answer the questions posed as you engage 
with the following sociological data.
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Does it matter how one gets to school? These children who live 
near Inle Lake in Myanmar (Burma) take a gondola school bus—the 
only option for them. For a photo essay and further exploration 
about transportation to and from school, visit www.SAGE.com/
ballantineOSWc5e.


