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Statuses and Roles in  
the Education System
Students, teachers, staff, and administrators hold sta-
tuses, or positions, in educational systems. These sta-
tuses are part of the larger school organization at the 
meso level, and individuals hold them only during their 
tenure in the organization. The roles associated with 
each status in educational organizations bring both 
obligations and challenges. When those in each status 
agree on expected behaviors (role expectations), schools 
function smoothly. When they do not agree, conflicts 
can arise.

Students and the Peer Culture of Schools.  In a pri-
vate Rwandan secondary school, students crowd onto 
benches. They are quiet, respectful, and very hardworking. 
They know that they are in a privileged position, and many 
students are lined up to take their place on the bench 
should they not carry out their roles, work hard, and suc-
ceed. Although they have no written texts, students write 
down the lectures in their notebooks and memorize the 
material. In some countries, such as Rwanda, going to 
high school is a privilege. In others, such as the United 
States, it is a necessary part of life that many students 
resist.

Schools exist to serve students and to expand their 
skills and knowledge. Still, there are many dynamics 

within a school that may undermine that primary objec-
tive. The role expectations of anyone in the status of stu-
dent can be complicated by variables such as race, 
ethnicity, gender, sexual orientation, and socioeconomic 
standing. Thus, the experience of being a student can be 
quite different for different students. Consider a child 
whose family has recently immigrated to the United 
States and does not yet understand English. She may feel 
that her entire culture is being denigrated because her 
language and ethnic history are ignored or even scorned. 
This would not be an environment in which she would 
feel safe or respected, both of which are needed for learn-
ing to occur.

There are many dynamics within a school that may 
undermine students’ capacity to learn. In addition to 
race, class, and gender, health status can also impact stu-
dents’ ability to receive a good education. Sick children 
tend to miss more days of school than healthy children. 
Children with more highly educated and affluent parents 
tend to be healthier than those with less educated par-
ents and those who live in poverty (Bloom, Jones, and 
Freeman 2013).

In turn, education levels impact health. Those with 
higher levels of education are less likely to have heart 
attacks, strokes, hypertension, high cholesterol, emphy-
sema, diabetes, asthma, and ulcers. They also miss fewer 
days of work, just as healthier students tend to be absent 
from school less often than sick children (Picker, 2014).

Gender issues make schooling complex. Research for 
several decades showed that boys were favored by teachers 
and given more privileges and scored higher in many aca-
demic areas than girls. However, researchers point out the 
incredible gains in recent years made by females, who tend 
to study more and be more compliant in school than boys. 
In Global South countries, the picture is not rosy. For 
example, for every 100 boys, there are 66 girls in primary 
and secondary school in Afghanistan; 69 in the Central 
African Republic, and 68 in Chad (World Bank 2013a). 
Studies show, though, that schooling has a very positive 
influence on the life chances of women, their children, and 
the whole society.

Some of the benefits of educating girls in poorer coun-
tries include higher wages, increased agricultural produc-
tivity, accelerated economic growth, and better health in 
the society overall (Sperling 2006). More educated girls 
and women

•• have lower fertility rates,
•• are less likely to die in childbirth,
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Overcrowding in classrooms is not uncommon in Global South 
countries, such as Sierra Leone, where these schoolchildren work  
to gain the skills they will need to “make” it in our global economy. 
Some countries have as many as 45 children per classroom.


