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The means of carrying out the manifest functions do 
not go unchallenged, especially when decisions about 
what should be taught and how are discussed. Consider 
conflicts that occur routinely in many local communities 
over what to teach in sex education and science courses, 
as well as over content thought to contain obscenity, sex, 
nudity, political or economic bias, profanity, slang or 
nonstandard English, racism or racial hatred, and antire-
ligious or presumed anti-American sentiment. For exam-
ple, Family Friendly Libraries, an online grassroots 
interest group that started in Virginia argues that the 
popular Harry Potter books should be banned from 
school libraries. The members of this group believe the 
series promotes the religion of witchcraft (DeMitchell 
and Carney 2005). Each year the American Library 
Association studies the most frequently challenged 
books. In 2013, they included Captain Underpants (Dav 
Pikey), The Bluest Eye (Toni Morrison), The Absolutely 
True Diary of a Part-Time Indian (Sherman Alexie), Fifty 
Shades of Grey  (E. L. James), The Hunger Games 
(Suzanne Collins), A Bad Boy Can Be Good for a Girl 
(Tanya Lee Stone), Looking for Alaska (John Green), The 
Perks of Being a Wallflower (Stephen Chbosky), Bless Me 
Ultima (Rudolfo Anaya), and Bone (Jeff Smith). (To see 
the most recent list and the reasons they were banned, go 
to www.ala.org/bbooks/frequentlychallengedbooks/
top10.)

These battles over curriculum are so fierce because 
the vast majority of U.S. schoolchildren attend public 
schools, one institution where differences of opinion are 
played out because parents can have a say about the  

curriculum. We now turn to how both public and private 
schools can produce and reproduce inequality from one 
generation to the next.

Education and the Family
The social institutions of family and education impact 
each other in many ways, some of which we have already 
mentioned. When children enter kindergarten or primary 
school, they bring their prior experience, including social-
ization experiences and cultural capital from a parent or 
parents, brothers, sisters, and other relatives (Jaeger 
2011). Family background, according to many sociolo-
gists, is the single most important influence on children’s 
school achievement. Children succeed, in large part, 
because of what their parent(s) do to support them in their 
education (Jaeger 2011).

Most families stress the importance of education, but 
they do so in different ways. Often, teachers’ perceptions 
of their students and behavior toward them are influ-
enced by their interactions with parents. Middle- and 
upper-class parents are more likely to ask about their 
children’s progress, consult with teachers on strategies 
to help them learn better at home and in the classroom, 
and make it clear that they want teachers to focus on 
their children. Parents from lower-socioeconomic-status 
families tend to be less involved in their children’s 
schooling, with less time to help with homework and 
fewer interactions with teachers. Language barriers (for 
new immigrants), lack of time (for single parents and 
those working many hours per week), and views toward 

Table 10.4  Key Functions of Formal Education (Schools)

Manifest Functions (intended; formalized)

•• Teach students the skills necessary to become educated, effective participants of society.

•• Socialize children to be productive members of society.

•• Select individuals for key positions in society.

•• Promote social participation, change, and innovation.

•• Enhance personal independence and social development.

Latent Functions (unintended; informal)

•• Confine and supervise underage citizens.

•• Weaken parental controls over youths.

•• Provide opportunities for peer cultures to develop.

•• Provide contexts for the development of friendships and mate selection.


