
419Chapter 11.   Education: What Are We Learning?

Education is one of the first institutions after the fam-
ily that a child encounters, and like the family, it is 

primarily concerned with the process of socialization of 
the populace. Another institution that is deeply concerned 
with socialization and the inculcation of values into young 
people is religion. Both religion and education tend to 

address issues of “what” and “why,” but whereas edu-
cation tends to focus on answers that have to do with 
knowledge—causality and the relationship between facts— 
religion tends to address questions of ultimate meaning in 
life. We turn in the next chapter to a sociological perspective 
on religion.

What Have We Learned?

Education systems are typically viewed as the means to 
reduce inequality, the source of upward mobility, the way to 
improve the economy, and the path for reduction of preju-
dice in societies. However, institutions such as education also 
have a vested interest in stability. Schools foster patriotism 
and loyalty toward the political system, families support 
schools and education, and education is expected to support 
the economic vitality of the nation. Institutions and orga-
nizations are driven by interest in their own survival, and 

risk-taking behaviors on behalf of change are not necessarily 
ones that foster survival. Taking risks may threaten those who 
have power, privilege, and influence. It should not be sur-
prising, therefore, that education does more to enhance sta-
bility than to create change. Still, those who seek to improve 
the society see tremendous potential in education as an agent 
of change if its influence can be harnessed. It works largely 
with young minds in the socialization process—carrying out 
what powerful policy makers feel is important.

Key Points

•• Education is one of the primary institutions of society, 
focusing on the socialization of children and adults into 
their cultures so that they become contributing mem-
bers. (See pp. 384–386.)

•• At the micro level, various statuses and roles interact within 
a school, and classrooms develop their own cultures that 
may or may not enhance learning. (See pp. 386–393.)

•• What we learn in schools goes far beyond the formal 
curriculum. Sometimes these implicit messages support 
the education system, but sometimes they sabotage the 
formal and intended messages. (See pp. 393–397.)

•• At the micro level, social theory is attentive to interac-
tion in classrooms and local schools, using concepts of 
symbolic interaction or cost-benefit analysis to under-
stand the climate of learning. (See pp. 387–393.)

•• At the meso level, education can be understood as a 
formal organization that works toward certain goals 

(bureaucracy) but that has many of the dysfunctions of 
other bureaucracies. (See pp. 397–403.)

•• At the macro level, national governments often try to 
see that their national needs are met by shaping edu-
cational policy, and their actions often create tension 
with those administrators and teachers at the meso and 
micro levels who do the actual work of teaching. (See 
pp. 403–404.)

•• Macro-level theories focus on how education supports 
the social system (functionalism) or on how education 
serves the interests of the “haves” and reproduces social 
inequality (conflict theory). (See pp. 404–411.)

•• Educating is also a global concern, with a variety of 
questions about how to help economic development in 
the Global South without imposing Western models that 
are incompatible with the cultures of other countries. 
(See pp. 411–417.)

Discussion Questions

1. Why is a good system of education important for a 
democracy? How can gaining a sociological perspec-
tive help people become more effective participants in 
a democratic society?

2. Who were the most popular kids in your high  
school? What made them popular? How did the  
reasons for their popularity vary based on their  
gender?

3. How do functionalist and conflict theorists describe 
the “hidden curriculum” in schools? What description 
best matches your own school experience? Why? 

4. Do you think there should be ability grouping (track-
ing) in schools? Why or why not? How has tracking (or 
an absence of tracking) in your schools impacted your 
education and sense of yourself as a student? How does 
ability grouping in schools impact society? 


