
Exam structure : 2 hours, 80 marks, 33% of grade 

 Question 1—Outline two …(4 marks) 

 Question 2—Outline three…(6marks) 

 Question 3—Apply material from the Item, analyse two… (10 marks) 

 Question 4— Apply material from the item , evaluate…. (30 marks) 

 Question 5—Methods in context  (20 marks) 

 Question 6— Outline and explain two….(10 marks)  

©  



 the role and functions of the education system, including its relation-

ship to the economy and to class structure 

 differential educational achievement of social groups by social 

class, gender and ethnicity in contemporary society 

 relationships and processes within schools, with particular reference 

to teacher/pupil relationships, pupil identities and subcultures, the hid-

den curriculum, and the organisation of teaching and learning 

 the significance of educational policies, including policies of selec-

tion, marketisation and privatisation, and policies to achieve greater 

equality of opportunity or outcome, for an understanding of the structure, 

role, impact and experience of and access to education; the impact of 

globalisation on educational policy 

 quantitative and qualitative methods of research; research design 

 sources of data, including questionnaires, interviews, participant and non-

participant observation, experiments, documents and official statistics 

 the distinction between primary and secondary data, and between quantitative 

and qualitative data 

 the relationship between positivism, interpretivism and sociological methods; 

the nature of ‘social facts’ 

 the theoretical, practical and ethical considerations influencing choice of topic, 

choice of method(s) and the conduct of research 

 consensus, conflict, structural and social action theories 

 the concepts of modernity and post-modernity in relation to sociological theory 

 the nature of science and the extent to which Sociology can be regarded as 

scientific 

 the relationship between theory and methods 

 debates about subjectivity, objectivity and value freedom 

 the relationship between Sociology and social policy. 

Included in 

booklet 3  

Crime & 

Deviance 

with Theory 

& Methods 



Functionalism is based on the view that society is a system of separate parts that are held together by their shared culture or value consensus. Each parts of society perform a 

function to help maintain society as a whole. So for instance education, work, religions are all separate but all have the same values of respect, hard work and compromise instilled 

in them so they work together. 

Durkheim 

 Argues that society needs a sense of solidarity, as without this social cooperation it would be impossible to form a society as individuals would become selfish. 
The education system helps create social solidarity by transmitting the society’s culture to the younger generation. School prepares children for wider society as these inter-

personal rules in school apply to wider society. Durkheim argues that another function of education is to teach specialist skills. These are skills that each person is good at. 

The production of a single item involves the cooperation of many specialists. This cooperation promotes social solidarity. Education teaches individuals the specialist 

knowledge and skills that they need to play their part in the social division of labour. For instance to build a home specialist architects, plumbers, builders etc are all need-

ed.  

Parsons  

Draws on many of Durkheim's ideas and sees school as the social socializing agency as it acts a s bridge between family and wider society.   

Within a family child s judged by particularistic standards, i.e. the rules for each child. Similarly child's status within the family is ascribed, i.e. fixed from birth. By contrast in 

school/ society judge us by universalistic standards, i.e. the same law applies to everyone. In society and school one’s status is achieved not ascribed i.e. you have to work 

hard to gain some status.  

Parsons sees school and society as based on meritocratic principles, so everyone is given an equal opportunity and individuals achieve rewards through own effort and ability. 

Parsons argue schools also allocate pupils to their future work roles by assessing their abilities.  

Davis and Moore  

See education as a devise for selection and role allocation. They argue inequality is necessary to ensure that the most important roles of society are filled by the most talented 
people this encourages people to compete for the most talented jobs and improve the workforce.  

New vocationalism aims to provide society with skilled workforce by creating schemes within education system that prepare students for work ie BTECH 



 

Chubb and Moe  

 Argue that the American school system has failed miserably and make a case for marketisation. 
They argue that state education has failed to create equality between races, religious and lower 
class members of society, failed to develop pupils into effective workers and that private schools 
outperform state schools because they are answerable to a paying consumer ie parents Chubb and 

Moe base their findings on 60,000 pupils from 1015 schools, through case studies and surveys they 
found that low income students do 5% better in private schools. 

 They suggest that instead of having guaranteed funding, parents should be given vouchers to 
spend on schools of their choice. Schools are thus forced to appeal to parents wishes as vouchers 
means funding for school 

 New right argue that the state still has a role to play, namely by providing a framework in which 

schools compete. That is having Ofsted inspection, results published and exam boards. The state 

also ensures a shared set of values are instilled through national curriculum  

 The new right is a conservative political perspective influences by both labour and conservative polices. They believe the state cannot meet 
people’s needs and people are best left to meeting their needs in a free market. They argue some people are naturally more talented than  
other, and that education should socialise pupils into shared values such as competition and instill national identity 

 However new right argue the current system is not doing this because it is run by the state. State education systems use a one size fits all 
approach imposing uniformity and disregarding local needs. The local councils have no say which leads to inefficiently, wasted money and 
poor results. This leads to lower achievement of pupils and less qualified workforce for the future. The new rights solution to this is the 
marketisation of education creating an education market. They believe competition between schools will empower the pupils and bring 
about greater diversity, choice and efficiency. 



Whereas functionalist see education based on value consensus, Marxists see education based on class division and capitalist exploitation. Marx de-

scribed capitalism as the capitalist class or bourgeoisie are the minority class. They are the employers who make their profits by exploiting the working 

class. Marx argues that education prevents the working class from succeeding and revolting against the upper class. Marxists see the state as a means 

for the ruling class to maintain their superior position.  

Althusser argued that the state consists of two apparatuses which keep the bourgeoisie in power: Repressive state apparatuses which maintain the rule of bourgeoisie by force such 

as police, army and courts. The ideological state apparatuses maintain the role of bourgeoisie by controlling people’s ideas, values and beliefs ie religion, media and education 

Education reproduces class inequality by transmitting ideas from generation to generation and failing the working class deliberately. 

Education also legitimates class inequalities by reproducing ideas that disguise the truth.  Bowles and Gintis develop these ideas further and suggest capitalism requires a workforce with 

the behaviour and personality suited to their role as exploited hard workers who accept low pay.  The role of education is to produce an obedient workforce that accepts inequality as 

inevitable.They looked at 237 high school students and found that schools reward submissive, compliant workers and punished defiant behaviour. However Bowles and Gintis used ques-

tionnaires which are subject to social desirability bias, in addition all they found was correlation between obedience and rewards, correlations can not establish cause and effect due to 

intervening variables. Bowles and Gintis argue there are parallels between school and work in capitalist society as they both have hierarchies, and pupils  or workers are always at the 

bottom. This is what they refer to as the correspondence principle- that school mirrors the structures found at work. The correspondence principle works through the hidden curriculum, 

these are the lessons taught indirectly in school e.g. competition, accepting authority, mindless obedience etc. In this way school prepare working class pupils for their role as exploited 

workers. 

Evidence  

Bowles and Gintis see the education system as a myth making machine that promotes this myth of meritocracy, that everyone is equal and can achieve but really it simply reproduces 

class and racial inequalities.  Evidence suggests that income is determined by family class and background more so than educational achievement. Willis looked at the way schooling 

serves capitalism. He used an internationalist approach that focuses on the meanings pupils give to their situation and how this can lead to resisting indoctrination.  

Using a qualitative method of interviews and studied the culture of “lads” a group of 12 working class boys who were making their transition from school to work. The lads had a anti 

school subculture when at school and found school boring and meaningless and rejected the idea of meritocracy. Willis notes the similarity between this anti school counter culture and 

shop floor culture of male manual workers. Both cultures see manual work as superior and intellectual work as inferior. These similarities explain why anti school lads tend to end up in 

low jobs: Being accustomed to findings school unfulfilling and boring they have little expectations from work and those can cope with its tedium. Their acts of rebellion guarantee they 

will end up in unskilled jobs as they failed to gain the qualifications. However it must be noted that interviews are not always reliable. This method tends to lack internal validity as the 

interviewer can interpret the results in a bias manner. In addition the sample size was far to small to make generalisations from. 



Many sociologists argue that feminists have had a strong impact on the education system. Those who 
run the education system are now much more aware of gender issues and stereotyping. Policies such 
as GIST and WISE encourage girls to pursue careers in  science and technology, female scientists vis-
iting schools also encourages girls to pursue science. 
Similarly national curriculum removed gender inequality by making girls and boys study the same sub-
jects. This has changed girls achievement levels. Many of the barriers have been removed and educa-
tion has become meritocratic so girls who generally work harder are now achieving more. 
Role models 
In recent years there has been an increase in proportion of female teachers and head teachers. These 
women require extensive education to get to that position which encourages young females to find 
role models who are qualified and well educated 
Assessment  
Some sociologists argue that changes to the way pupils are assessed has favoured girls and disadvan-
taged boys. Gorard found that the gender gap was quite constant until 1988 when GCSE and course-
work was introduced. Gorard concludes that the gender gap is a product of the changed system of 
assessment rather than a failing boys.  
Browne found that girls are more successful at coursework as they are more conscientious and better 
organised. These factors helped girls to over achieve. Oral exams also benefit girls as they have better 
developed language skills. These factors result in girls achieving educational success and leave boys 
behind. 
Teacher interaction. 
The way teachers interact with boys and girls also effects gender differences in achievement. Spender 
found that teachers spend more time interacting with boys. However French found that boys tend to 
receive more negative attention for poor behaviour and girls receive more positive attention which is 
work related and helps them achieve. 
Gender stereotypes 
Some sociologists argue that removal of gender stereotypes form textbooks which was previously a 
barrier in achievement, has contributed to gender difference in achievement. In the 70’s and 80’s girls 
were portrayed as house wives and mothers and boys as scientists and inventors. The removal of such 
images has helped raise girls achievement by presenting with them more positive images of what 
women can do.  

Impact of Feminism  
Feminism is a social movement that strives for equal rights for women 
in all areas of life. The feminist movement has challenged the tradi-
tional stereotype of a women’s role as solely that of mother and 
housewife, subordinate to men in a patriarchal nuclear family. 
The feminist movement has improved women’s rights and opportuni-
ties through changes in the law. Feminism has also raised women’s 
expectations and self esteem. McRobbie looked at magazine covers 
throughout the years and found a shift from the promotion of women 
being married and cooks to nowadays where women are seen as pow-
erful and achievement orientated. This has raised women’s aspirations 
for their futures and lead to more focus on education and career op-
portunities for omen. 
Changes In family 
Increase in divorce rates 
Increase in cohabitations 
Increase in lone parents 
Smaller families 
These facts have increased number of women being the head of the 
house. This creates a new role model for young women and women 
are being seen as financially independent. To be financially stable 
women need qualifications and thus girls are achieving more in educa-
tion. 



 Capitalism requires large numbers of low skilled workers willing to put up with alienating, repetitive work and mass produc-
tion. This system is often called Fordism because the ford motor company was the first to introduce it.  

 Post modernists argue that the Marxist view is outdated. They claim society is now post modern and different to what both 
functionalist and Marxists suggest. Post modernists argue that education reproduces class equality as class division of labour 
influence society as society is more fragmented and diverse. 

 Postmodernist argue that the economy has shifted away from mass production low skill jobs and are now based on flexible 
specialisation where production is customised for specialist markets this post fordist system requires a skilled, adaptable 
workforce able to use advanced technology and transfer their skills rapidly from one specialised task to another. 

 Post modernist call for a different type of education system, that encourages self motivation, self supervision and creativity. 
It should also provide life long training so people can adapt to changes in their work environment. Post modernists argue 
that education has become more diverse and responsive to the needs of different individuals and groups. In their view the 
correspondence principle no longer exists and education reproduces diversity not inequality.  

 

ROBIN USHER  & RICHARD EDWARDS - No single curriculum – school should teach different things and accept different truths  

Education to cater to all whatever your social class , sexual orientation , ethnicity and gender 

Education has become a consumption  e.g. adult education  

 believed that students thrive in an environment where they are allowed to experience and interact with the curriculum, and all students 

should have the opportunity to take part in their own learning 

 education not only as a place to gain content knowledge, but also as a place to learn how to live 

 realisation of one's full potential and the ability to use those skills for the greater good 

 education and schooling are instrumental in creating social change and reform 

 education stifles individual autonomy when learners are taught that knowledge is transmitted in one direction, from the expert to the learner 

Dewey  



 

Functionalism  

 Marxists argue that such schemes only benefit capitalist companies who benefit from cheap labour, and also lower the aspirations of young 
children by giving them low skilled jobs.  

 functionalist perspective has been criticised for idealising education as in reality the system is not equal instead influences by class, gender and 
ethnicity 

 Marxists also argue that schools only transmit the ideology of ruling class and further suppress the working class. This can be seen by the in-
crease of university fees making it impossible for lower classes to afford higher education and raising its availability only to the elite class.   

 Finally new right perspective argues that education fails to prepare young people for work as the state control of education discourages effi-
cient, competition and choice.  

 

New Right 

  Critics argue that the cause of failing education is because state schools do not receive enough funding. They also see marketisation as only 

benefiting the middle class who can use their cultural capital to get into good schools and low class students are left with unpopular schools. 

Finally Marxists argue that schools do not instil a shared set of values but just the values of the elite upper class to control the working class 

 

Marxism  

 The Marist approach has been criticized by post fordist who argue education reproduces diversity and equality. 

 In addition Willis found that students do not passively accept this indoctrination for capitalism instead they can still develop an anti school atti-
tude.  

 Feminists criticise Marxist approach for over emphasising the class inequality in schools and ignore the patriarchal inequalities faced by wom-
en. Feminist argue schools promote and idea of patriarchy where girls are taught to be submissive and well behaved while boys are allowed to 
express their dominance.  



Item B  

Many sociologists argue that today’s technologically complex economy needs to recruit 
young people with talent, and to give them the skills and motivation to perform the most 
important and difficult jobs.  

However, other sociologists argue that what the economy requires is large numbers of 
workers who are prepared to work for low pay and to obey the orders of their superiors 
in the production process.  

Applying material from Item B and your knowledge, evaluate the view that the main  

role of the education system is to serve the needs of the economy.  

[30 marks]  
Evaluate the claim that education repro-
duces and legitimises inequality. [30 marks] 

Analyse two ways in which the education system may pass on values and ideas 
which are in the interests of dominant groups in society. [10] 

Evaluate functionalist approached to the role of education in society. [30 

Evaluate the view that the education system provides equal opportunities for all 
[30 marks] Outline three functions of education [6 marks] 

Outline three criticisms that 
other sociologists may make 
of the functionalist view of 
the education system. (6 
marks) 



Education (Butler) Act 1944  









New Right Influenced Poli-
cies 

Social Democratic Policies 

•Specialist schools – 
schools could apply for a 
specialist status, which 
could gain extra govern-
ment funding. Specialist 
schools can select 10% of 
students based on apti-
tude for their specialism.  

•Work-related Learning – 
Allow schools and colleg-
es more options in provid-
ing vocational education – 
this is facilitated by raising 
school leaving age to 18, 
which would also reduce 
‘NEETS’ 

 •University Fee’s intro-
duced and grants re-
placed with loans.  

•Academies – to replace 
failing schools in poor are-
as, this led to private busi-
nesses becoming involved 
in state education  

•Education Action 
Zones – More funding 
and support for schools in 
deprived areas  

•Sure Start – wide range 
of educational and sup-
port services in disadvan-
taged areas  

•EMA – available to 16-19 
year old in f/t education 
from families on low in-
comes to encourage 
young people to stay in 





Globalisation  

Globalisation is the idea that international boundaries are breaking down across the world, as people be-

come more connected by improved technology, multi-national companies and increased migration. How 

has this affected education? 

 

1) The British economy needs to competitive in global industries such as technology, so to train British 

workers started to implement computer programming into schools curriculum. 

2) Increased immigration has led to heavier focus on learning about other cultures. Schools have to 

provide specialist support for students who do not have English as their first language. 

3) Educational ideas are shared between nations. UK politicians have been influenced by other nations 

such as Finland who adopt a free school approach. If education becomes too similar it will  cease 

being relevant to the culture that its in (Kelly) 

 



Outline three reasons why government education policies aimed at raising education-
al achievement among disadvantaged groups may not always succeed. [6 marks]  

 

Outline two educational policies that have contributed to 
the current patterns of attainment of girls [4 marks] 

Outline three examples of ways in which government policies may have  

reduced social inequalities in educational achievement.  

[6 marks]  

Evaluate the effects of  policies to create 
and education market in the United King-
dom [30 marks] 

Outline three reasons why the middle classes are, in 
gender, more successful accessing better schools for 
their children {6 marks] 

Analyse two ways in which globalisation has af-
fected educational policies in the UK [10 marks] 



Cultural deprivation 
  
Theorists argue that we acquire basic values and attitudes needed for educational success through primary socialisation in the family. However many working class fami-
lies fail to socialise their children adequately, as a result they develop culturally deprived. There are three main aspects of cultural deprivation: Intellectual development, 
attitudes and language  
Intellectual development; this refers to the development of thinking and reasoning skills such as problem solving. Working class families are said to lack books and toys 
that would stimulate a child’s intellectual development, thus children begin schools without the skills needed to progress. Douglas found that working class students 
scored lower on intellectual tests than middle class children. Feinstein and Douglas found that middle class mothers are more likely to choose toys that encourage think-
ing and reasoning and this prepares them better for educational success.  
Language: Bernstein claim that the language used by working class families is deficient, as a result they fail to develop the necessary language skills and grow up incapable 
of abstract thinking.  Bernstein identified two type of languages used by working and middle class, restricted and elaborated code, which he claims is responsible for un-
derachievement among working class. The restricted code is a speech code used by the working class. It has limited vocabulary and is based on short, unfinished and 
grammatically incorrect sentences. The speech is descriptive not analytic and context bound, that is the speaker assumes the listener shares similar experiences  
The elaborated code is typically used by middle class and describes a wider vocabulary characterized by longer, grammatically correct and more complex sentences. Elab-
orated code is context free as the speaker does not assume the listener shares the same experiences in order to understand what is being said.  These differences give 
middle class an advantage at school as elaborated code us used by teachers, textbooks and exams. Early socialization of the elaborated code means that middle class stu-
dents are already fluent users when they start school and are more likely to be successful 
Parent’s attitudes and values are a key factor in education achievement. Douglas found that working class parents were less ambitious for their children and took less in-
terest in their education. As a result children had less motivation towards school. Hyman argues that the values of lower class reflect a self imposed barrier to educational 
success, they believe they have less chance of achieving individual success and so see no point of education Similarly Sugarman argued that working class subculture has 
four key features that act as a barrier to educational achievement: Fatalism a belief un fate and there is nothing you can do to change your status. Collectivism: valuing 
being part of a group more than succeeding as an individual. Immediate gratification: seeking pleasure now rather than making sacrifices in order to get rewards in the 
future. Finally present time orientation: seeing the present as more important than the future and so not having long term goals.  
Although cultural deprivation theorists have provided some evidence for the effects one educational achievement there are still some criticisms of this approach. Keddie 
describes cultural deprivation as a myth and a victim blaming explanation. She argues working class families are different not deprived and fail because of biases in educa-
tion system which put working class families at a disadvantage. 
Evaluation of cultural deprivation   

Keddie argues schools should recognize and build upon working class values and reduce anti working class prejudices 
Troyna and Williams argue that teachers have a speech hierarchy and label middle class speech as the highest and working class speech as uneducated, this bias lead 

to underperformance of working class students. Blackstone and Mortimore argue that working class parents are not necessarily less involved in child’s education. 

Instead their long working hours makes attending parents evening more difficult. In addition helping with homework may be inhibited by the fact they may not be 

well educated.  As a result cultural deprivation theorists are exaggerating in their claims.  



Material deprivation 
 
Refers to poverty and lack of material necessities such as home and income,  Poverty is linked to under achievement as only 33% of children receiving free school meals gain 5 A-C’s 
compared to 61% of children not receiving free school meals. Exclusion and truancy is more common in poorer families, and 90% of failing schools are located in deprived areas.  
 
Poor housing can affect pupil’s underachievement both directly and indirectly. Overcrowding can have a direct effect by making is harder for a child to study. Families living in tem-
porary accommodation may find themselves moving more frequently resulting in changing schools and disrupting their education. Poor housing can also have indirect effects on 
their health and welfare, as they may be more likely to get ill or psychological distress leading to more absences in school.  
Diet and health.- Marilyn Howard notes that young people from poorer homes have lower intakes of energy, vitamins and minerals. Poor nutrition weakens the immune system and 
again leading to more absences from school due to illness 
Finally financial support and cost of education can affect educational achievement. Materially deprived children have to do without equipment and miss out on experiences that 
would have enhanced their educational achievement. Tanner et al found that costs of items such as transport, uniforms, books, computers etc place heavy burdens on poor fami-
lies . As a result poor children have to make do with hand me downs and cheaper less fashionable equipment. This may lead to poor children feeling stigmatised and bullied re-
sulting in poorer educational achievement. Lack of funds also means that children from low incomes families often need to work. Ridge found that children in poverty take on jobs 
such as baby sitting and paper rounds which have negative impact on their schoolwork. These financial restriction help to explain why many working class pupils leave school at 16 
and why relatively few go on to university as the debt deters poor students from applying . 
 
 
Evaluation of material deprivation  
 
While material factors clearly play a part in achievement, the fact that some children from poor families do success suggests that material deprivation is only part of the explanation 
The cultural and religious values of family may play a art in creating child’s motivation even despite poverty. Similarly the quality of the school may play an important part in ena-
bling some poor children to achieve. However Peter Robinson argues that tackling child poverty would be he most effective way to boost achievement.  
Compensatory education 
1.  Compensatory education is a policy designed to tackle the problem of cultural deprivation by providing extra resources to schools in deprived areas. This policy attempts to inter-
vene early in the process of socialisation to compensate for deprived children  
2.  Another policy is sure start children centres that deprived children have access to. These centres provide education, care, family support and health services. The aim is to work 
with parents to promote physical, social and intellectual development of deprived children  
A final government policy is the recent EMA that is no longer in action. However this aimed to provide financial support for materially deprived students hoping to stay in further 
education. This was introduced so they can afford to concentrate on their education and not pursue a full time job.  



Labelling 
The first of which is labelling, to label someone is to attach a meaning or - definition to them. Teachers may label someone as intelligent or troublesome. Studies show that teachers 
attach labels based more on class rather than on actual ability, and attach negative labels to working class and positive to middle class Evidence shows that labelling occurs both in 
high and primary school. Becker carried out an internationalist study of labelling. After interviewing 60 high school teachers he found that they judged pupils according to how close-
ly they fitted an image of the “ideal pupil”. The teachers often saw middle class students as the closest to ideal and working class children as furthest away. Further studies looked at 
school counsellors; they found that counsellors judge students on the basis on their social class and race. Middle class students were labelled as having more potential and higher 
level courses  
Rist conducted a study on primary school teachers and found teachers used student’s backgrounds to place them in separate groups. Those seen as fast learners were labelled as 
“tigers” and tended to be middle class. Those seen as less able were placed on tables towards the back and labelled “clowns” and received less teacher attention. These students 
tended to be working class  
The studies show how labelling can put working class students at a disadvantage as labels lower their self esteem and reduce the help received by teachers. Labels can also apply to 
the knowledge taught to students. The knowledge taught can be described as high or low status. When teaching A grade streams teachers use high status language which is more 
abstract and theoretical. When teaching low streams consisting mainly of working class pupils, teachers use low status language which is descriptive and common sense. This reduc-
es lower class students access to elaborated code and thus putting them at a disadvantage.  
 
A self fulfilling prophecy is a prediction that comes true simply by virtue of having been made. This lowers performance as the teacher labels the child as underachiever, treats the 
student as if the prediction if true, finally the pupil internalises the teachers expectation which become part of their self concept and lives up to the label that has been assigned to 
them  
Evidence for the self fulfilling prophecy comes from Rosenthal & Jacobson. They told school they had a new test designed to identify spurters this was in fact a standard IQ test. 
They then selected 20% of students at random and told teachers these were the future spurters. When they returned to the school a year later 47% of the “spurters” showed signifi-
cant progress. This suggests that when teachers believe a child is able they show motivation to help them achieve, and demonstrates the impact of self fulfilling prophecy.  
Streaming involves separating children into different ability groups called streams. Each group is taught separately based on their ability. This is likely to have an effect on working 
class students achievement as teachers see them as less able and poorly behaved so are placed in lower streams. Once in lower streams its hard for them to achieve high grades as 
they do not have access to higher exam papers. Middle class tend to be placed in high sets and so have greater self esteem and more motivation to succeed.  
Pupil subcultures refer to a group of pupils who share similar values and behaviour patterns. They often emerge as a response to labels and streams. Pro school subcultures tend to 
have a positive attitude to school and respect school values. Anti school subcultures tend to be those placed in low streams and blame school for their low self esteem. They gain 
status by rebelling against school values and norms. This is likely  to lead to educational failure.  
The final in school process leading to class difference comes courtesy of marketisation. Since schools receive funding per student and have to publish leaguer table results, schools 
are under pressure to compete with other schools. As a result popular outstanding schools can select which students they enrol these tend to be middle class students and thus ex-
am results are stronger. Working class students thus have no choice but to join unpopular failing schools with poor results. This leads to a cycle of poor results for working class stu-
dents  

In school processes refers to internal factors within the school system that create segregation and lead to class differences in 

achievement. These internal factors are said to have a direct effect on a child’s future performance 



 

 

 

 

•MC get ‘Symbolic Capital’ (worth/value) in school. / WC habitus is seen as worthless and tasteless.  

•Symbolic Violence – WC tastes and lifestyles inferior, reproduces class structure and keeps WC in their place. 

•Because of WC/MC habitus clash, education is alien and unnatural to WC. 

•Archer – for WC to achieve they have to ‘loose themselves’ e.g. change way they talk/dress, leading to feeling alienated from MC spaces such 
as university and professional jobs.  



 WC led to creating status & value – meaningful class identities, investing heavily in ‘styles’ (clothing & looks) 

 These are policed by peer groups – failure = social suicide. 

 Right style = symbolic capital, approval from peers, safety from bullying. 

 Conflict with school dress code, which represents MC habitus – teachers oppose ‘street’ styles, could lead to labelling. 

 The schools MC habitus stigmatises WC identities. 

 Higher Education seen by WC as unrealistic (unaffordable, not for the likes of us) and undesirable (would not suit their lifestyle or habitus – struggling for money to 
form their styles) 

 In school, these identities cause educational marginalisation, WC choose self-exclusion from education. Not only do they ‘get the message’ that education is not for 
the likes of them, they actively choose to reject it as it does not fit in with their identity 

 
More WC students go to university than ever before (success of government policies!) 
However… the habitus of HE is a barrier. 
EVANS (2009) – Students at comprehensive schools reluctant to apply to Oxbridge / Russell Group universities. 
BORDIEU (1984) – Oxbridge not for the likes of us. ‘What opportunities are really available for us? And will I fit it?’ They exclude them-
selves from applying. 
EVANS – WC students have strong affinities to their local communities (MC more transient & individualist), and less likely to move away 
from home to study. Limits their success. 
All this shows MC education system devaluing experiences and choices of WC as worthless or inappropriate. They are forced to choose 
WC identities or abandon them and conform to MC Habitus of education in order to succeed  



Outline two cultural factors that may cause social class differences in  

educational achievement.  

[4 marks]  

Outline two material factors that may affect social class differences in 
educational achievement.  [4 marks]  

Evaluate the view that social class differences in achievement are the result of school factors [30] 

Evaluate the importance of cultural factors in causing social class differences in educational 
achievement. [30] 

Outline  three reasons why some working-class parents fail to attend parents’ eve-
nings at their children’s school. [6] 



Internal Factors affecting Gender and Achievement  
Feminists  
Many sociologists argue that feminists have had a strong impact on the education system. Those who run the education system are now much more aware of gender issues and stereotyp-
ing. Policies such as GIST and WISE encourage girls to pursue careers in  science and technology, female scientists visiting schools also encourages girls to pursue science. 
Similarly national curriculum removed gender inequality by making girls and boys study the same subjects. This has changed girls achievement levels. Many of the barriers have been re-
moved and education has become meritocratic so girls who generally work harder are now achieving more. 
Role models 
In recent years there has been an increase in proportion of female teachers and head teachers. These women require extensive education to get to that position which encourages young 
females to find role models who are qualified and well educated 
Assessment  
Some sociologists argue that changes to the way pupils are assessed has favoured girls and disadvantaged boys. Gorard found that the gender gap was quite constant until 1988 when GCSE 
and coursework was introduced. Gorard concludes that the gender gap is a product of the changed system of assessment rather than a failing boys.  
Browne found that girls are more successful at coursework as they are more conscientious and better organised. These factors helped girls to over achieve. Oral exams also benefit girls as 
they have better developed language skills. These factors result in girls achieving educational success and leave boys behind. 
Teacher interaction. 
The way teachers interact with boys and girls also effects gender differences in achievement. Spender found that teachers spend more time interacting with boys. However French found 
that boys tend to receive more negative attention for poor behaviour and girls receive more positive attention which is work related and helps them achieve. 
Gender stereotypes 
Some sociologists argue that removal of gender stereotypes form textbooks which was previously a barrier in achievement, has contributed to gender difference in achievement. In the 70’s 
and 80’s girls were portrayed as house wives and mothers and boys as scientists and inventors. The removal of such images has helped raise girls achievement by presenting with them 
more positive images of what women can do.  
 
Marketisation policies 
 These policies have created a more competitive climate In which schools see girls as more desirable recruits and achieve better results. Jackson notes that introduction of exam league ta-
bles places higher value on academic achievement, and has improved opportunities for girls as high achieving girls are sought after by top schools whereas low achieving boys are not. As a 
result boys end up in unpopular schools which leads to self fulfilling prophecies as unpopular schools tend to have the worst results. Girls attend better schools helping them over achieve. 
 

Evaluation  
All the above factors suggest that girls are benefit from changes in education whereas boys suffer which explains the gender gap In education.  
However radical feminists take a more critical view. They argue that the system remains patriarchal and conveys a message of it being a mans world. 
Sexual harassment still exists in school and education still limits girls subject choice and career options. In addition, though female teachers are on the rise, head masters and head of de-
partments still tend to be men. 
Finally women are under represented in many areas of the curriculum as their contribution to our history is ignored. Therefore though changes have lead to gender differences, education 
system is not the whole cause of the gender gap.  



External Factors for Gender and Achievement  
Impact of Feminism  
Feminism is a social movement that strives for equal rights for women in all areas of life. The feminist movement has challenged the traditional stereotype of a women’s role as solely 
that of mother and housewife, subordinate to men in a patriarchal nuclear family. 
The feminist movement has improved women’s rights and opportunities through changes in the law. Feminism has also raised women’s expectations and self esteem. McRobbie 
looked at magazine covers throughout the years and found a shift from the promotion of women being married and cooks to nowadays where women are seen as powerful and 
achievement orientated. This has raised women’s aspirations for their futures and lead to more focus on education and career opportunities for omen. 
Changes In family 
Increase in divorce rates 
Increase in cohabitations 
Increase in lone parents 
Smaller families 
These facts have increased number of women being the head of the house. This creates a new role model for young women and women are being seen as financially independent. To 
be financially stable women need qualifications and thus girls are achieving more in education. 



How does school shape Gender Identity? 
Early secondary socialisation can influence gender identity, this is shown in schools in several ways. 
The influence of male peer groups. Males use verbal abuse to reinforce their definitions of masculinity, boys in anti school subcultures often accuse boys who want to do well of being 
gay or effeminate  
Another feature of school is teachers and their discipline policy. Research shows that teachers reinforce dominant definitions of gender identity. Haywood and Ghaill found that male 
teachers told boys off for behaving like girls and ignored boys verbal abuse of girls and even blamed girls for attracting it 
The final  way schools reinforce gender identity is through double standards. These exist when we apply one set of moral standards to one group but a different set for another group/ 
Sue Lees found a double standard in sexual morality in which boys brag about their sexual exploits whereas girls are labelled as “slags” I they did the same. Sexual conquest is approved 
ay of gaining status or boys and ignored by male teachers but classed as promiscuity in girls. 
Feminists argue that this creates the patriarchal ideology that justifies devaluation of women and creates a subordinate gender identity. 
 

Reasons for gender differences in subject choice  
According to Oakley gender role socialisation is the process of learning the behaviour expected of males and females in society. Early socialisation influences gender identity, schools also 
play a role as Byrne shows that teachers encourage boys to be tough and punish and feminine behaviours. Girls on the other hand are expected to be quiet, helpful ant punished for be-
ing rough or noisy. Does this socialisation affect subject choice?  
Browne and Rose argue that children beliefs about gender domains are shaped by expectations of adults. Gender domains refer to the tasks that boys and girls see as their territory. For 
eg cars are a male domain and cooking a female domain. Children are more confident in engaging in tasks of their own domain.  
The gender image that a subject gives off affects who will want to choose it. Sociologists tried to explain why some subjects are boys schools while others are girl subjects. For example 
Kelly argued science is seen as a boys subject as teachers tend to be men, the examples in textbooks tend to draw on male experiences and in science lessons boys monopolise the appa-
ratus and dominate the lab. Colley notes that computer science is also seen as masculine as it involves working with machines and the way it is taught is often off putting for females as 
there is less group work. 
Students who attend single sex schools tend to have less stereotypes subject images. Leonard found that this results in them taking less traditional subjects. She looked at 13,000 pupils 
and found that compared to mixed schools girls were more likely to take maths and science A levels. Subject choice can be influenced by peer pressure as peers may disprove of subject 
choice. Boys tend to opt put of drama and music as it attracts negative responses from male peers.  
Paetcher found that girls who chose sports tend to be subject to taunts such as being called butch or lesbian. However in single sex schools girls are more likely to select sports as they 
do not receive as much ridicule. The absence of boys puts less pressure on girls to conform to gender stereotypes.  
One of the main reasons for gender difference sin subject choice is that employment is highly gendered. Jobs tend to be sex typed as women jobs tend to be jobs that mirror the house-
wife role such as clerical, cleaning, secretarial and personal services. Over half of all women's employment falls within these categories compared to only one 6th of men falling in this 
category. This explains why vocational courses are gender specific more so than academic courses as vocational studies are more closely liked to students career paths which is gender 
stereotyped.  



 

 

Item B  

At each stage from pre-school through to university entrance, girls tend to do better than boys. For ex-
ample, on entering primary school, girls are more likely to be able to write their own name. On the oth-
er hand, boys are more likely than girls to be assessed by their schools as having special educational 
needs.  

When it comes to subject choice at age 16, there are major gender differences in the popularity of differ-
ent A-level subjects and even greater gender differences in vocational courses.  

Applying material from Item B and your knowledge, evaluate the view that gender differences in 
both subject choice and educational achievement are mainly the result of the influence of wider 
society.  

[30 marks]  

 
Evaluate the view that gender differences in achievement are largely the result of changes in the education system. [30 marks] 

 

Evaluate the view that differences in educational achievement between girls and 
boys are the result of factors and processes within school [30 marks] 

Outline three reasons for gender differences in 
subject choice. [6] 

Evaluate sociological explanations of gender differences in educational 
achievement. [30] 



External factors 

Lawson and Garrod defined ethnic group as people who share common history, language, religion and customs. They often see themselves as a distinct unit within a wider society.   
Evidence from government statistics show that white and Asians on average to better than Black pupils. However there are significant differences within the Asian subculture with 
Indians outperforming Pakistanis and Bangladeshis.  However white working class tend to perform similarly if not lower than ethnic minorities suggesting that the cause of education 
underachievement is a mixture of culture and class  
 
The reasons for ethnic differences can be internal (factors within the school) or external (factors outside the education system).  The external factors tend to be cultural deprivation, 
material deprivation and racism  
 
Cultural deprivation  
Cultural deprivation theorists argue that underachievement is a result of inadequate socialisation in the home. One major factor being the lack of intellectual and linguistic skills being 
taught to their children, in addition ethnic children are less likely to engage in activities that are intellectually enriching leaving these students poorly equipped for school.  
In addition the language spoken by ethnic families tend to be inadequate for educational success as it tends to be ungrammatical which acts as a barrier to educational success.  How-
ever some sociologists argue that Indian children do just as well as white middle class students despite not speaking English at home  
Cultural deprivation theorists also argue that black children do not have the attitudes and values to promote educational achievement. Instead black families instill fatalistic live for 
today attitudes that do not value education leaving black children at a disadvantage when attending school. Other sociologists argue that because black families are headed by lone 
parents children lack an adequate male role model in addition they lack the economical foundation for successful progression in school..  
Driver and Ballard argue that Asian family culture brings educational benefits as their parents have more positive attitudes towards education with higher aspirations for career op-
tions. Lupton found that Asian families promote respect for elders which helps their attitudes towards authority figures  
However the cultural deprivation theory has been criticised. For instance Geoffrey Driver argued that this theory ignores the positive effects of ethnicity on educational achievement. 
For instance black family structure can show a strong independent woman as a role model explaining why black girls achieve better than black males. Keddie argues that families are 
culturally different not deprived, they under achieve due to ethnocentric bias schools not their family.  
 
 
Material deprivation  
Refers to a lack of physical necessities that are essential for functioning in today’s society.  Material deprivation theorists argue that educational failure results from ethnic minorities 
not having the adequate materials for achievement.  Flaherty found that Pakistanis and Bangladeshis were three times more likely to be amongst the poorest fifth of the population, 
they were more likely to engage in low paid word and twice as likely to be in low skilled low paid work 
Since the SWANN report found that class has a 50% effect on educational achievement this must be an explanation of ethnic differences in achievement. However Gillborn and Mirza 
argues that social class factors do not override the effects of culture as even when social class has been accounted for ethnic differences in achievement still exist  
Racism  
The final reason for differences in achievement is racism in wider society.  John Rex argues that racial discrimination leads to social education and how it worsens poverty. In housing 
for instance minorities are more likely to be in poor accommodation. In employment ethnic minorities face extensive discrimination in areas such as telesales, admin and opportuni-
ties. This in turn leads to poor educational prospects.  

 



Internal factors  
 
Ethnocentric curriculum 
The term ethnocentric describes an attitude or policy that give priority to one culture while disregarding the others.  Troyna and Williams describe British schools as ethnocentric because it gives 
priority to English culture. Ball argued that the national curriculum ignores cultural diversity and promotes the Englandism focusing on British Empire and ignoring Asian and black history. This 
leads to ethnic minorities feeling isolated and lowers their self-esteem which leads to educational failure. 
 However studies show black students tend not to have low self-esteem. In addition many Asian minorities exceed the national average suggesting this is not the cause of educational undera-
chievement of ethnic minorities. 
 
Institutional racism  
Troyna and Williams argue that ethnic differences in achievement are more to do with institutional racism, and that schools discriminate in two ways: 
Individual racism - that results from prejudiced views and institutional racism- which is discrimination within how schools operate. The ethnocentric curriculum is just one example of institutional 
racism.  
Hatcher found that school bodies failed to deal with pupil’s racist behaviour in schools and there were no channels of communication between school governors and ethnic minority parents.  
Gillborn argues that marketisation of schools gives schools more power to select pupils and this puts ethnic minorities at a disadvantage. Schools use primary school data to screen out students 
with language or learning difficulties, this favours the white middle class pupils and low income ethnic minorities are at a disadvantage 
Further studies show that schools that have a large intake of Asian pupils can discourage white pupils from joining as it was viewed as “rough” suggesting discrimination occurs within wider society 
and affects school in take 
 
Labelling  
This is when you attach a definition to a pupil. Interactionist found that teachers see black and Asian pupils far from their ideal pupil and these negative labels can disadvantage them in the future. 
Gillborn et al found that teachers were quick to discipline black students over white students for the same behaviour. Gillborn argued this is because teachers have racialised expectations in that 
they expect black students to present more behaviour problems and often react to their own misinterpretations of behaviour which leads to conflict between students and teachers, which leads to 
more exclusions for black students. Wright found that teachers would respond to Asian students in a way to promote the idea that British culture was superior and often spoke to Asian pupils as if 
they did not have a strong grasp of English. As a result these students were marginalised and not included in class discussions.  
 
Pupil Subcultures  
Pupils respond to these labels in a variety of ways often creating subcultures. Fuller studied a group of black high achieving girls. Instead of accepting their negative stereotypes they channelled 
their anger into pursuit of educational success and did not seek teacher approval. They also maintained friendships with pupils in lower streams who were part of an anti-school subculture.  They 
also pretended not to show an interest of school matters yet were privately extremely conscientious. This was their way of dealing with educational demands whilst maintaining ties with anti-
school subculture friends. This shows that pupils can still achieve even when negatively labelled and these labels need not lead to self-fulfilling prophecyHowever  
Mirza found evidence of teacher labelling and even racism in some cases. She argues that there are three types of teacher racism: Colour blind teacher who see students as equal but allow racism 
to occur. Liberal chauvinists who believe black pupils are deprived so have lower expectations for them. Over racists who see blacks as inferior and discriminate against them.  
These subtypes of teachers can lower the achievement levels as Mirza found that girls would avoid teacher interaction and be selective about which staff they seek help form. This can reduce their 
possibilities and lead to poorer outcomes 
Overall there seems to be several in school factors implicated in ethnic differences in achievement. However in order to fully understand why these differences occur the external factors need to 
be considered as the internal factors fail to take into account the fact that home environment such as language, material and cultural deprivation need to be considered 



 

 

Item A  

On average, pupils from some ethnic groups achieve more highly at school 
than others. For example, Chinese and Indian pupils generally out-perform 
white pupils at GCSE. This is even true when we take into account whether 
pupils are from deprived backgrounds, as measured by whether they receive 
free school meals (FSM). For example, Chinese pupils on FSM do better than 
white pupils who are not on FSM.  

Applying material from Item A, analyse two reasons why pupils from 
some minority ethnic groups achieve above average results in school. 
[10 marks]  

Analyse two school factors that may lead to the educational underachievement of pupils 
from some ethnic groups. [10 marks] 

Outline three factors within schools that may 
lead to the educational under-achievement of 
pupils from some minority ethnic groups. [6] 

Suggest three examples of ways in which school is or-
ganised that may be ethnocentric.[6 marks] 

Evaluate sociological explanations for ethnic differences in educational achievement. [30] 



LABELLING ~ attaching a meaning or label to someone (e.g. naughty boy) 

BECKER  - ‘Ideal Pupil’ ~ teachers have in their mind what makes an ideal pupil (most agree) 

RIST ~ it takes Kindergarten teachers 3 days to decide on label for children in their class and seat them accordingly 

HARGREAVES ~ 3 stages of labelling that teachers go through (1) Speculation (guess based on names etc) (2) Elaboration (meeting them) (3) Stabalisation (fixed) 

Rosenthal and Jacobson ‘Pygmalion in the classroom’  1968 

 

Simply put, when teachers expect students to do well and show intellectual growth, they do; 
when teachers do not have such expectations, performance and growth are not so encour-
aged and may in fact be discouraged in a variety of ways. In the famous Oak School experi-
ment, teachers were led to believe that certain students selected at random were likely to be 
showing signs of a spurt in intellectual growth and development. At the end of the year, the 
students of whom the teachers had these expectations showed significantly greater gains in 
intellectual growth than did those in the control group. This was especially pronounced in 
first and second graders and in fifth and sixth graders, though less so in third and fourth grade 
students. Without becoming inundated by a sea of numbers, we can see from one example 
the degree of significance found. First graders in the control group showed a gain of twelve IQ 
points; students in the experimental group showed a gain of 27.4 IQ points. Overall, taking 
the students from the first through the sixth grades, the experimental group showed a 12.22 
point gain versus an 8.42 gain for the control group. In short, the group of whom more was 
expected did significantly better. 



 Looked at the operation of streaming in Humanities in a large London comprehensive.  
 She interviewed teachers and studied the ways in which knowledge was evaluated and classified.  
 She tried to work out the criteria used by teachers to categorize and evaluate classroom knowledge.  
 She discovered that knowledge defined by teachers as appropriate to the particular course was considered 

worthwhile; knowledge from the student’s experience which did not fit this definition was considered of little 
consequence. Knowledge presented in an abstract and general form was considered superior to particular 
pieces of concrete information. The knowledge made available to students depended on the teacher’s assess-
ment of their ability to handle it, thus those students who were defined as bright were given greater access to 
highly valued knowledge.  

Self refuting prophecySelf refuting prophecy= some pupils try to detach = some pupils try to detach 

themselves from the label and prove the teacher themselves from the label and prove the teacher 

wrong!wrong! 



Student Subcultures 

A coping strategy for the constraints of 
being placed in a particular group. 

Hargreaves  

 Based on interviews with boys in inner city secondary modern schools. 
 Anti-school subcultures are formed as a response to negative labelling, which allows students to only access the low-

est status in schools. 
 Students subvert the school culture to gain access to higher status – prestige for disrupting lessons. 

‘status through delinquency’ 

Willis ‘Learning to Labour’ 

Working class ‘lads’ form a ‘counter school 
subculture’ 

This is in response to the lack of traditional 
opportunities for success. 

Status through failure. 



Peter Woods – Pupil Adaptations 

Ingratiation Try to identify completely with the teachers and try to earn their favour. They don’t care what other 

students think of them and may be thought of as “teachers pet” 

Compliance Common in new pupils and older ones who are striving for educational success. 

Opportunism May be a temporary phase (Y8 or Y9) of fluctuation between trying to impress the teachers and the 

peer group. 

Ritualists Not interested in academic success but are not a problem. They go through the motions of attending 

and doing work but don’t really care about it. 

Retreatists Reject the goals of the school and the methods of achieving them but are not rebellious. They pass 

the time by daydreaming, mucking about or having a laugh. 

Colonization Reject goals and methods. Try to get away with just enough to keep their noses clean. They will cheat 

or copy if they think they can get away with it. 

Intransigence Indifferent to academic success and reject the standards of behaviour - they are less afraid that the 

colonizers of showing their deviance. 

Rebellion Reject both goals and methods and replace with other goals e.g. girls discussing personal appearance 

or boys. 



Student Subcultures 

Anne Gray (2001) in her study of young males on ‘New Deal’ training schemes found there was a bitter resentment of ‘poor 
training, inappropriate attitudes of supervisors and fear of pressure to accept a low paid job’. However the working-class 
‘academic achievers’ have aspirations to do well in education in spite of having to deal with the jibes from the ‘macho lads’ 
in school. The ‘new enterprisers’ reject traditional academic courses but do embrace vocational qualifications such as 
GNVQs and BTEC courses as they perceive these subjects as being gateways to successful jobs in the labour market.  

Research findings by Carolyn Jackson (2006) reinforce the point that not all girls are successful, motivated and high achievers. 
Girls can also adopt counter-school subcultures resulting in them leaving school at 16 with few or no qualifications and des-
tined for low-paid, low status jobs. 

Some working-class girls chose this response because their cultural values may still value motherhood over a career. How-
ever, Sue Sharpe (1994) found attitudes and aspirations of working-class girls were changing and becoming more achieve-
ment orientated. Girls are adopting an instrumental approach to education, seeing it as offering a gateway to better jobs 
and not relying upon male partners. 

Mary Fuller (1984) of her study on black girls found that girls can appear to reject the values of the school through 
adopting deviant attitudes, behaviour and dress, but nonetheless engage in strategies to ensure success in their examina-
tions. So while many working-class girls do not enjoy the educational process, they have come to recognise that schooling 
can offer future benefits. Middle-class girls generally adopt a pro-school culture aspiring to going to university and on to 
professional careers  



Ethnic groups can adopt both pro- and counter-school cultures, and the nature of these 
subcultures interlinks with social class and gender factors. Tony Sewell (1997) identified 
peer pressure and street culture as key factors to explain why many African-Caribbean pu-
pils resist the values of the school and adopt an oppositional counter-subculture that is 
explicitly centred on aggressive masculinity. 

Like the working-class response to harassment and their feelings of status frustration, 
black pupils seek identity and status from their deviant subculture. Constant harassment 
by teachers reminds them that they have very little power so they seek empowerment 
through messing about, disruption and truanting.  



The hidden curriculum is the term used to describe the ideas and values informally learnt in education but which are not actually part of the aca-
demic curriculum. Functionalists view the hidden curriculum as covering aspects of schooling such as learning punctuality, respect for authority and 
society’s values. However, Marxists view it more negatively and think the hidden curriculum is about training pupils to become docile workers, while 

Hidden curriculum 

Functionalists regard things like school uniform as a symbol of both identity and equality promoting a sense of belonging. Pupils learn from the 
routines in their school how to cope with structures and organisational constraints such as timetabling and rules. This prepares them for the rou-
tines of the workplace later in life. Functionalists believe pupils learn key values like the work ethic, achievement, discipline, time-keeping and re-
spect for authority figures. 

Because it reflects and reinforces society’s norms and values, those who conform to it tend to be praised and rewarded. 
However, those who challenge the messages of the hidden curriculum may be viewed as deviant by teachers and the 
school and get punished as a consequence. 

Marxists believe that it is responsible for teaching pupils to comply with dominant ideologies (capitalism and patriarchy). 
Bowles and Gintis (1976) proposed a ‘correspondence theory’, which sees the hidden curriculum as producing a skilled 
and docile workforce. 

Feminists argue that education has patriarchal elements. When considering girls’ underachievement feminists ini-
tially focused upon the sexist nature of teachers and textbooks, gendered curriculum, language of the classroom, 
domination of boys in the classroom and the patriarchal nature of education. Boys would bully girls out of taking 
masculine subjects. 



Item A  

Schools give status to pupils on the basis of characteristics such as their per-
ceived ability, behaviour and attitude, and this is often related to pupils’ 
class, gender and ethnicity. Pupils with desirable characteristics are given 
higher status and treated differently. These pupils are likely to do well and 
to feel positive about school.  

Some other pupils may be more concerned with their friends’ opinions of 
them than with the school’s view of them.  

 

 

Applying material from Item A, analyse two reasons why some pupils join  

pupil subcultures.  

[10 marks]  

Outline three ways in which the labelling process may lead to educational 
under-achievement for some pupils. [6] 

Evaluate the view that factors and processes within the school are 
the main cause of differences in the educational achievement of dif-
ferent social groups. [30] 

Outline three  ways in which factors and processes within schools may affect social class differences in 
achievement.  [6] 





Why do sociologists conduct research? 

Distinguishing between common sense and research: 

Sociologists are not the only people who look at society – journalists and other social observers do too. People have different beliefs and opinions on 

the same issues, and so what is common sense for one person is not common sense for another person. Sociologists use research to create evidence 

that can be tested. Because of this, sociology uncovers ‘social facts’ rather than opinions. 

Gathering Data 

The very first purpose of research is to gather information about the social world. This knowledge can be statistical (questionnaires) or a collection of people’s thoughts and 

opinions (interviews). These pieces of information are called data by sociologists.  Sociologists use data and interpret it to make claims about what is or is not a ‘social fact’ in 

society. 

Different sociologists look for different types of data – some prefer to collect statistical data, whereas others prefer in depth opinions.  

Establishing Correlations 

Sociological researchers go further than just collecting data. They use the data to find relationships and correlations between different elements in society. Sociologists describe 

a correlation as a situation when where one social event occurs, another occurs as well.  An example of this is that urine tests of people arrested by the police were found to 

contain evidence of drug use. Here there is a correlation shown between drug use and crime, as when somebody committed crime, they were likely to have taken drugs. 

Developing Theories  

A theory is a general explanation of a social event. Sociological researchers gather information to help them explain why they occur. Once they have found information, and 

seen if there are any patterns they can suggests reasons why the patterns exist. For example, if sociologists have found that people committing crime are more likely to have 

taken drugs, the theory could be suggested that they are involved in crime to pay for their drug addiction.  

Types of Data 

 Primary  Data – those collected by the researcher themselves – experiments, surveys, observations, interviews.  All of these methods together are known as Empirical re-

search. 

 Secondary Data  – those which have been collected by other people or organisations e.g. using health statistics in the Black Report  or even TV and historical documents 

 Quantitative Data– That type of data which produces numeric information in the form of charts, statistics, tables. And answers questions like : “how many times”.  It is gen-

erally “objective” 

 Qualitative Data– That type of data which produces descriptive information conveying words, feelings.  It is rich, complex and difficult to analyse e.g. Becker’s work on The 

Outsiders. It is generally “subjective” 



Types of Data Sources of Data 

 Primary Data Secondary Data 

Quantitative Data Questionnaires, Surveys, Experiments Official Statistics, public documents and reports, 

previous research 

Qualitative Data Interviews, observation Personal documents,  previous research 

Evaluating Sociological Data: 

Operationalising Concepts in Social Research: 

A concept is an abstract idea, or theory e.g. social class, health or disease. As an idea, it is impossible to measure. In 

order to research a concept a sociologist needs to convert it into something that is measurable. This process is known 

as operationalising concepts. 
The main problem with operationalizing concepts in sociological research is that it is up to the     sociologists to decide 

how to measure the       concept - this means research is often incomparable.  

 

 

Pilot Study: 

Before a researcher carries out their research project, they will carry out a small scale trial run/ This allows them to identify any potential errors and rectify these prior to 

the research project being undertaken. 

Reliability:   

 Quality of repeatability.  

 If the research is completed again by 

a different sociologist, the correla-

tions and results would be the same. 

Representativeness: 

 How far the research represents society as a 

whole 

 Does the cross section study mean that it 

represents the group being researched? – if 

yes, generalisations can be made 

Validity:   

 How far the results of a research project  give 

a true picture of the subject that is being re-

searched 

 If sociologists observe something rather than 

being told, it is more likely to be true 

Objectivity: 

 The results of research should 

always be objective – not influ-

enced by personal interests or 

bias that the researcher may 

have. 



Ways to Study Society: 

 The main research methods in sociology flow from two differ-

ent theoretical approaches known as positivism and Interpre-

tivism.  

 Positivists and Interpretivists choose different topics to explore 

and use different methods to research because they have 

different ideas about society.  

 These ideas mean they research society in completely different 

ways.  



Positivism 

 

Society acts as a constraint on individuals. It is therefore necessary to 

research these social constraints, involving a macro approach 

 

 

 

 

Structural theories, e.g. Marxism and Functionalism look at how socie-

ty controls individuals 

 

 

 

Social issues and events  occur naturally in society and should study 

them by measuring what we can see and count - using scientific  

methods.  

 

 

 

Quantitative data is used - quantity of statistical data e.g. charts and 

tables of questionnaire responses. 

 

 

 

 

The data collected will be extremely high in both reliability and repre-

sentativeness. This means sociologists can apply their findings to soci-

ety as a whole. This the most important factor in research. 

Interpretivism 
 

Individuals and groups play an important role in creating society. It is there-

fore necessary to understand their individual meanings and motivations, 

involving a micro approach. 

 

 

Interpretivist theories  e.g. interaction- ism look at how individuals give 

meanings  to situations and act on these. 

 

 

Social events and issues are created by individuals in society, and as 

such research should focus on the meanings these events have for those 

involved - scientific methods do not allow for this. 

 

 

Qualitative data is the used - high quality,  descriptive data e.g. interview 

transcripts 

 

 

 

 

Data is extremely high in validity. This means that a sociologist can make 

assumptions based on in depth, ‘true’ data. The findings cannot be applied 

to society as a whole. 
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Practical Issues: 

When planning to conduct social research, sociologists will consider the following questions about practicality: 

 Am more interested in some people more than others? 

 How will I pay for my research? Are funds limited to certain areas? 

 Who am I doing my research for? 

 Do I want to use my personal bias to prove a point? 

 How will I access the group I want to study? 

 How much time will my research take? 

 Is there already  research on this subject area? 

Ethical Issues: 

Ethical issues are moral concerns about the benefits and potential harm of research to the people who are researched, to the researchers and to society. 

There are 7 key areas that sociologists must consider if they are to conduct ethical research: 

1) Choice of topic - we may draw negative attention to a disadvantaged group 

2) Choice of group to be studied—some groups don’t have the power to say no 

3) Effects on the people studied—may find out negative things about themselves 

4) Effects on wider society— e.g. victims of crime etc.. 

5) Issues of legality and immorality—committing illegal acts during a study 

6)  Consent - asking people’s permission to study them and their lives 

7)  Anonymity – The right to remain anonymous and not to be able to be identified from the report or study 

The Influence of Sociological Perspective: 

 Feminist sociologists are most interested in uncovering the relationship between patriarchy and women’s lives. In looking at this, they identify trends and correlations to develop theories on pa-

triarchy. 

 Marxists interested in how a relatively small group of people oppress the masses. They study society as a whole, and look at how the minority oppress the majority. They are positivist sociolo-

gists. 

 Functionalist explore values consensus and are interested in how society maintains agreement. They look at society as a whole, and how it functions to meet the needs of everyone. They are 

positivist sociologists. 





Sources of Primary Data: 
Primary research methods are those collected by the researcher themselves – experiments, surveys, observations, interviews.  All of these meth-

ods together are known as Empirical research. Primary research methods can be used to collect either quantitative or qualitative data. 

Sampling Methods: 

To generate quantitative data, a large sample must be used. As it is usually too costly and impractical to research an entire population, sociolo-

gists use different sampling methods in order to choose  from a sampling frame. The sampling frame is a list of people who could be included in your sample. 

True Random Sample: 

Where every possible participant has an equal chance of 

being chosen. 

Advantages: cheap; quick; easy; everyone has an equal 

chance of being chosen 

Disadvantages: sample will not be representative 

Stratified Random Sample: 

 

Divided on known criteria but you have to know the % of 

characteristic in population 

Advantages: Means all groups are represented in the sam-

ple; each person in each group still has a chance of being 

chosen 

Disadvantages: Costs more; not representative  

Random Cluster Sample: 

Where a random sample is taken from  2 or more 

different areas. 

 

Advantages: more representative;  

Disadvantages: time consuming; more costly 

Systematic Random Sample: 

Where every nth person is chosen from the sampling 

frame. 

Advantages: easily sorted;  cheap 

Disadvantages: Sample will be completely different if you 

change the nth; not everybody has a chance of being cho-

sen 

Can still be unrepresentative 

Quota Sample: 

Where the proportions of social groups are taken into 

account and the correct numbers selected accordingly. 

Advantages: Most representative sample type available to 

sociologists 

Disadvantages: cost; time; effort; relies on statistics being 

accurate 

 

Non-Representative—Snowball Sample: 

Where sociologists gain access to a small group and 

the participants help recruit more into the sample. 

 

Advantages: Allows access to hard to access groups 

Disadvantages: Lack of control, limited access may be 

an issue 



Surveys: 

 A survey obtains information in a standardised manner from a large group of people 

 Surveys usually use questionnaires, but sometimes use interviews.  

 Information is analysed using statistical techniques 

There are two types of surveys: 

 Cross-Sectional Surveys – a survey conducted at one time with no attempt to follow up to get a ‘snap shot’ view of the population 

 Longitudinal Survey – a survey carried out over a considerable amount of time on the same people to provide a clearer and moving view of the 

population 

Questionnaires: 

A questionnaire is a series of questions asked in a standardised way that is completed by a large sample of participants. Questionnaires can be completed over the phone, face to face, on 

the internet or sent in the post (postal) 

Questions asked can be open answer, or closed answer. Most questionnaires done by positivist researchers only contains closed answer questions. 

 Open - Allow respondents to write their own response to a question. 

 Closed – Respondents choose from a number of options given to them. 

Advantages Disadvantages 

Practical 

 Not time consuming 

 Relatively cheap 

 You can research a large sample easily 

Ethical 

 Allows for anonymous responses 

 Consent is given if filling in 

Reliability 

 High in reliability—high numbers of participants, statistical data. 

Representativeness 

 Large sample means that representativeness in high 

 

Practical 

 You do not know who fills in the questionnaire 

 Low response rate—you have to send a lot out if you want a good sample 

 Language barriers may be an issue 

Validity 

 Statistical data offers no in depth information 

 People may misunderstand the question 

 Leading and loaded questions may affect the truth of answers given 

Representativeness 

 If you do not get a good response rate—representativeness is lower 

 



Observations: 

 

Verstehen: A word meaning empathy. Some sociological research methods allow the researcher to see the world through an-

other person’s eyes, or ‘walk in their shoes’ for a while. This allows sociologist to understand better the area they are studying  

 

Ethnography: A term that explains how researchers live with people and observe their everyday lives. Sociologists use the term as an umbrella heading for 

all observational research methods. 

 

 

There are four types of observation that a sociologist can undertake in research: 

 

 

 

 

 

Overt 

When the people you research know you are doing it 

Participant 

As a researcher, you join the group you are observing 

Covert 

When nobody knows you are observing them 

Non- Participant 

When you do not join the group, you watch only 



Advantages Disadvantages 

 

Validity 

 High in validity as behaviour is not affected by 

the participants knowing that they are being 

observed. 

 The quality of the information is high 

 

Theory 

 Interpretivists would argue that this is the best 

research method as it generates the highest 

possible validity.  

 

 

Practical 

 Gaining access to the group is difficult 

 May become distracted from observation due to 

role taken within the group 

 Can be dangerous at times 

 

Ethical 

 Ethical issues in the deception involved.  

 

Reliability 

  Reliability hard to assess as quality of data ob-

tained  

 

 

Validity 

 Once involved in the situation it may be difficult 

to be objective 

 It is hard to remember it all as covert they may 

need to record it retrospectively. 

 Observer’s presence is likely to affect the validity 

of the behaviour observed even if they don’t 

know why you are there. 

 

Representativeness 

  Small sample size means findings do not repre-

sent society 

 

Covert Participant Observation:  

 

This is being undercover as part of the group or situation and 

secretly watching free flowing behavior and recording in 

some way what you see. As a research method in its own 

right, there is no manipulated variable and usually little con-

trol; observers collect data without interfering with anything 

as far as is possible. You may have a behaviour categories 

sheet that you fill in throughout if you can or later, you may 

take time or event samples but covert participant observa-

tion usually collects qualitative language based recording of 

the behavior and try to explain it in context as far as possible. 

 

John Howard Griffin- ‘BLACK LIKE ME’ (1960) 



Covert Non Participant Observation  

 

This is when you watch people from the sidelines with-

out their knowledge it is usually in a  natural setting. 

You may take time or event samples which means you 

watch for 10mins every half an hour or at random 

times or you watch specifically at times when some-

thing interesting is happening e.g. meal times, play 

time. Observers collect data without meddling. 

Advantages Disadvantages 

 

Validity 

 High in validity as behaviour is not affected by the 

participants knowing that they are being observed. 

 Behaviour is naturally occurring and unrestrained; 

not distorted by demand characteristics; more eco-

logically valid. 

 Behavior unaffected by anxiety or a need to im-

press. 

 

 

Theory 

 Interpretivists would argue that this research meth-

od generates the highest possible validity.  

 

 

Practical 

 Gaining access to the group is difficult 

 May become distracted from observation due to role 

taken within the group 

 Can be dangerous at times 

 Staying covert is difficult if you are not participating 

 

Ethical 

 Ethical issues in the deception involved.  

 

Reliability 

  Reliability hard to assess as quality of data obtained  

 

Validity 

 It is hard to remember it all as covert they may need to 

record it retrospectively. 

 Observer’s presence is likely to affect the validity of the 

behaviour observed even if they don’t know why you 

are there. 

 

Representativeness 

  Small sample size means findings do not represent 

society 

 

 



Overt Participant Observation:  

 

This is joining a group in some capacity and watching 

and recording behaviour while the people involved 

know that you are doing it. You may have a behaviour 

categories sheet that you fill in throughout if you can. 

Advantages Disadvantages 

 

Practical 

 Gaining access can be difficult with permission 

 

Ethical 

 The observed group know that they are be-

ing observed and so they have given con-

sent. 

 

Validity 

 Allows for a high depth of information to be 

collected 

 

Theory 

 Interpretivists would argue that this research 

method generates a good level of validity.  

 

 

Practical 

 May become distracted from observation due to 

role taken within the group 

 Can be dangerous at times 

 Staying covert is difficult if you are not partici-

pating 

 

 

Reliability 

  Reliability hard to assess as quality of data ob-

tained  

 

Validity 

 It is hard to remember it all as the researcher will 

be joining in with the group. 

 Observer’s presence is likely to affect the validity 

of the behaviour observed even if they don’t know 

why you are there. 

 

Representativeness 

  Small sample size means findings do not represent 

society 

 



Overt Non-Participant Observation  

 

This is when you watch people from the sidelines with their 

knowledge it may be in a natural setting or it may be struc-

tured and behind a 2 way mirror even if they do know. You 

usually have a behaviour categories sheet that you fill in 

throughout. You may take time samples which means you 

might watch for 10mins every half an hour or at random 

times. 

Advantages Disadvantages 

 

Ethical 

 

 Permission is given prior to the observation 

happening 

 The group knows that they are being re-

searched. 

 

Validity 

 

 High level of detail from observation 

 

 

Theory 

 

 Interpretivists would argue that this research 

method generates the highest possible validity.  

 

 

 

Practical 

 

 May become distracted from observation due to 

role taken within the group 

 Can be dangerous at times 

 Staying covert is difficult if you are not partici-

pating 

 Easy to record notes 

 

 

Reliability 

 

  Reliability hard to assess as quality of data ob-

tained  

 

Validity 

 

 It is hard to remember it all as covert they may 

need to record it retrospectively. 

 Observer’s presence is likely to affect the validi-

ty of the behaviour observed. 

 

Representativeness 

 

 Small sample size means findings do not repre-

sent society 

 

 



Interviews: 

Although Social Surveys can be conducted using written questionnaires, sociologists often use the interview method as an alterna-

tive. The Interview involves what is known as a ‘Social Interaction’ between the researcher and the researched. 

There are four main types of interviews that are used by sociologists: 

1) Structured (Formal) Interviews 

2) Unstructured (Informal) Interviews 

3) Semi-Structured Interviews. 

4) Group Interviews (in the style of one of the above) 

Structured Interviews: 

 

These are based on a structured, closed-ended/ pre-

coded questionnaire. The questionnaire in an interview 

is referred to as an interviewer schedule. The inter-

viewer will not stray from the interview schedule: The 

questions are asked in order & the interviewer will not 

deviate from the schedule or probe beyond the an-

swers received. 

Advantages Disadvantages 

 

Practical 

 High response rate. 

 Quick to complete 

Ethical 

 Permission is given prior to the interview taking 

place 

 The group knows that they are being re-

searched. 

Reliability 

 If closed questions are used, they are higher in 

reliability 

Theory 

 Positivists prefer this method as results are eas-

ier to quantify than unstructured interviews. 

 

 

Practical 

 Interviewer schedule means there is a tight time 

limit for each interview. 

 

Validity 

 Cannot ask further questions to probe deeper 

 Interviewer effect—may be lying because of 

guilt or to show off 

Representativeness 

 Smaller sample size means findings do not rep-

resent society particularly well. 

 

 



Unstructured Interviews: 

 

These are sometimes referred to as ‘Discovery Interviews’ & are more like a ‘Guided Conservation’ than a strict structured in-

terview. An Interview Schedule might not be used, and even if one is used, they will contain Open-Ended questions that can be 

asked in any order. Some questions might be added / missed as the Interview progresses 

Advantages Disadvantages 

 

Practical 

 High response rate. 

 Can explore ideas the researcher had not considered 

Ethical 

 Permission is given prior to the interview taking place 

 The group knows that they are being researched. 

 

Validity 

 High in validity as open ended questions allow a true response that is 

not restricted. 

 

Theory 

 Interpretivists prefer this method as it generates a high validity of qualita-

tive data. 

 

Practical 

 No structure—the interview could take a long time 

 Difficult to collate open answers 

 

 

Representativeness 

 Smaller sample size means it is low in representation 

 

Reliability 

 Open ended questions mean any answer can be given 



Experiments: 

‘An experiment can be defined as an attempt within artificial conditions established by an investigator to test the influence of one or more variables upon 

others’ (Giddens 1989) 

An experiment is a type of research where all variables are controlled. Experiments are popular in natural sciences so are favoured by positiv-

ists. To conduct an experiment well, there must be a control group (where variables are not changed) and an experimental group (where at 

least one variable is changed) so the results can be compared. 

Experiments are often designed to test hypotheses. They are involved the manipulation of an independent variable (cause) and the observation of a depend-

ent variable (effect) Ideally laboratory experiments allow the researcher to control all important variables. 

There are two types of experiment used by sociologists, laboratory experiments and field experiments. 

Laboratory Experiments  

A laboratory experiment involves the setting up of an artificial situation which allows for a control group and an experimental group to be created.  Rigorous 

tests are done that closely control one or more variable that are observed and measured before being accurately recorded so effect can be analysed.  This type 

of experiments are mainly used in Psychology rather than Sociology.  Laboratory experiments are used to establish correlations -  If changes in one variable are 

by changes in another variable then there can seen to be a correlation between the two variables. 

Advantages Disadvantages 

 

Practical 

 You can control all of the variables that have an effect on the participants 

Reliability 

 Can be repeated easily to get similar results 

Validity 

 Less bias than other research methods  

Theory 

 Positivists like laboratory experiments as they can measure and establish cor-

relations. They are also conducted in a scientific way 

 

Ethical 

 Concerns about the effect of experiments on individuals—could it damage 

them? Change their behaviour? 

Validity 

 Low on validity—no in depth meaning or understanding generated 

 People know that they are being researched so will act differently 

 

Representativeness 

 Smaller sample size means it is low in representation— “society cannot fit in a 

lab” 



The Hawthorne Effect—This term was first identified by Hawthorne, who discovered that the fact that people knew they were being re-

searched made them act differently. This can be the most important variable in an experiment – and one the researcher can not control if the group 

are aware of the research project. 

Field Experiments: 

Field experiments are where researchers attempt to control and measure variables in a natural environment. Field experiments are 

conducted in normal social situations. 

For example:  a study of social class conducted on Paddington railway station compared people’s responses to a request for directions 

when a researcher wore a suit and bowler hat with responses to the same request when he wore clothes typical of a labourer 

Advantages Disadvantages 

 

Practical 

 You can see people interact in their normal social environment 

Reliability 

 Can be repeated easily to get similar results 

Validity 

 Behaviour is seen in its true setting—no Hawthorne effect 

Theory 

 Positivists like laboratory experiments as they can measure and estab-

lish correlations.  

 

Practical 

 It is impossible to control all variables 

 Getting access to groups is incredibly difficult 

Ethical 

 Can be done without the group being aware—consent has not been giv-

en 

 Concerns about the effect of experiments on individuals—could it dam-

age them? Change their behaviour? 

Reliability 

 Cannot repeat as cannot replicate exact environment twice 

Representativeness 

 Smaller sample size means it is low in representation 



Sources of Secondary Data: 
Secondary research methods are those used by sociologists where information already exists on an area of social interest. A variety of 

different secondary research methods can be used, and like primary research methods, they can be either positivist of interpretivist.  

Importantly, secondary sources of information do not have to have been collected for sociological purposes for sociologists to use it! 

Previously Conducted Research: 

Previously conducted research is research that has already been carried out and published on a social issue e.g. Rosehan’s experiment on mental illness. Some sociolo-

gists revisit the research of other sociologists to add to their own research. Others will use a selection of previous research and use the findings of these to draw further 

conclusions. 

Advantages Disadvantages 

 

Practical 

 Cheap 

 Easily available 

 Quick 

Ethical 

 No ethical concerns for participants as research already exists 

Theory 

 Can be positivist or interpretivist—depends on the data used. 

 

Practical 

  You may have trouble accessing some research—online payments often required 

Ethical 

 You have no idea of how ethical the original research project was—could bring up ‘old ghosts’ 

Reliability 

  You have no control over how reliable the research is 

Validity 

 You may be unaware of factors that may have affected how valid the information is e.g. leading 

questions etc.  

Representativeness 

 You have had no control over sample size—may not be representative—would you know? 

Theory 

 Restricted by the theoretical decisions made by other people 



Documents:  

There are two types of documents that sociologists can use as secondary data: 

Personal Documents – diaries, letters, family trees. Are likely to be used by interpretivist researchers. These documents are not produced with re-

search in mind 

Public Documents – include school records, hospital records, government enquiries – are usually collated for a political reason. 

Scott (1990) 

Outlines that four criteria should be considered when a sociologist is evaluating documents: 

1. Authenticity - is it genuine or a work of fiction? 

2. Credibility – why was it written? Was it fresh in their memory? 

3. Representativeness – is it complete? Is the author typical of the group being researched? 

4. Meaning – are there hidden meanings? In what context was it 

Advantages Disadvantages 

 

Practical 

 Already available 

 Cheap 

Ethical 

  You may have permission to use them 

Validity 

  In depth information—understandings and meanings can be developed  

Theory 

 Personal documents are used by interpretivists who want to find understanding and meanings 

because they are high in validity. 

 

Practical 

 Getting access to personal documents can be difficult—especially if they belong to someone you do not 

know  

Ethical 

  Invasion of privacy—diaries and letters have not been written for sociologists to use in research. They had 

an alternative audience 

 Gaining permission can be difficult if the writer is no longer alive. 

Reliability 

  Unreliable as information would not be the same if repeated—very personal and subjective pieces 

Validity 

  Gain high validity information, often from the time of a social event 

 The person writing the document will have experienced it first hand. 

Representativeness 

 Very unrepresentative—hard to find sources on the same topic.  

Personal Documents: 



Public Documents: 

Advantages Disadvantages 

 

Practical 

 Already available 

 Cheap 

Ethical 

  Published information—no consent issues 

Reliability 

 Larger samples usually collated in public documents—allows comparisons to be 

made 

Theory 

 Personal documents are used by positivists or interpretivists depending on the 

type of document used. 

 

Validity 

 Collected by government most of the time—potential political bias 

 The person writing the document will have experienced it first hand. 

Representativeness 

 Often unrepresentative— reports are usually done into one school, one hospital etc. 

Official Statistics: 

 

Official Statistics are statistics generated by government departments and agencies. They offer data on a wide range of social 

issues (i.e., crime, education, traffic, divorce, healthcare). They are collected and presented in a quantified form. They are ei-

ther produced as day to day monitoring, or as government  surveys. They are used by sociologists as they provide background 

information; help generate research hypothesis; sociologists can use them to identify trends to inform research; they help soci-

ologists to identify political agendas and bias; they give access to areas that sociologists may not access otherwise. 



Examples of Official Statistics include: 

 Crime Statistics –British Crime Survey - Home Office – number of crimes and police effectiveness assessed 

 Census – demographic data collected each decade 

 Unemployment figures – monthly – show increases/decreases 

 Hospital League Tables –assess performance 

 Hospital Records – hospitals keep patient treatment records  

Official statistics are desired by positivists because they are: 

 

 Quantifiable/measurable and useful for correlations.  

 Objective 

 Factual 

 Measurable 

 They are large scale (representative) 

Interpretivists are suspicious of official statistics because: 

 

 They can distort the truth and are the product of the bias and ex-

pectations of the researcher collecting them (the social construc-

tion of official statistics) 

 They are also just showing us a general picture of social life and 

lack validity 

The unknown data in statistics  is called the ‘dark figure’. 

This is particularly true of crime statistics as there are 

many reasons why someone does not or cannot report a 

crime and these do not appear in the statistics. 



The Social Construction of Official Statistics  

 

 Statistics are not ‘facts’ – they are not objective – interpretations 

 Statistics are the ‘product’ of negotiation and the opinions and judgements of social actors 

 All statistics reflect the prejudices of the collectors – political agendas  

Advantages Disadvantages 

 

Practical 

 Readily available – data exists 

 Cheap  

 Visibly clear and easy to read 

 

Ethical 

  Already done—no need to ask permission 

 

Reliability 

 High quantity. Numerical information. Very re-testable  

 

Representativeness 

 Largest possible sample—some government research is compulsory by law e.g. 

the census 

Theory 

 Positivists love official statistics as they offer large quantities of numerical data 

that can be measured and used to establish correlations. 

 

Practical 

 Lack of control over the research process 

 Different definitions of terms by government compared to sociologists e.g. mental ill-

ness 

 

 

Reliability 

  Unreliable as information would not be the same if repeated—very personal and sub-

jective pieces 

 

Validity 

  Political bias is likely e.g. the Black Report—commissioned to prove social class affect-

ed health but not published widely because of a change in government 

 

 



Triangulation & Methodological pluralism  
 
Triangulation is the use of one or more research method when carrying out social research in order for the different methods to complement each other, so you would combine a positivist 
method with an interpretivist method. 
For example Ofsted using overt observations as well as official data (exam results) to assess how well as school is performing. The trouble is triangulation produces a lot of data which takes a 
long time to process. 
 
Methodological pluralism is when you use more than one type of method but it doesn’t have to be from different theoretical perspectives.  
 
The best example of this is Paul Willis and ‘Learning to Labour’ – when he studied his ‘lads’ in the 1970s he used observation, interviews, diaries in all there many different forms  

 

 
Longitudinal Studies and Case Studies are in fact very different things, and the most important thing is not to get the two mixed up! 

A Longitudinal Study is a study which is usually carried out on a small group of participants over a long period of time. The easiest way to remember this is to think of the word LONG, 

A Case Study is very different, and usually involves one or very few participants and consists of an in depth study of those participants, usually looking through their history and trying to find out as 

much about them as possible.

 

 

Longitudinal Studies and Case Studies 

  Longitudinal Studies Case Studies 

Description 

A study conducted on a relatively small sample done 
over a long period of time. The essence of a longitudi-
nal study is usually to identify change over a period of 
time, e.g. changes in attitudes to education 

An in depth study conducted on a small sample which intends to 
uncover as much information about its participants as possible. Case 
studies are usually conducted in order to obtain a detailed account 
of participants. 

Strengths 

Comparative Data 
Same Sample 
Attitudes Change 
Reliable 
Representative 
Verstehen 

  

Verstehen (True picture of an individual – usually both quantitative 
and qualitative – of value to interpretivists and positivists) 

Valid 
Detailed 
Tracks Change 

Weaknesses 

Samples Change (Sample Attrition) 
Change in Research Interest 
Cost 
Practicality (not always possible, structure is difficult) 

Lacks representivity 
Not generalisable 
Very Small Samples 
Snapshot Judgement 
Often Biased by researcher 



Researching Education in context. 

Researching pupils 
·         Power and status - In school contexts, children and young people have less power and status than adults making it more difficult for them to state their 

views openly, especially if these challenge adult opinions. This is further reinforced by the nature of schools as hierarchical institutions, which gives teachers 

status and power over pupils. Researchers therefore have to find ways they can overcome the power differences between adult teachers and young partici-

pants. E.g. group interviews.  It is likely that whatever research methods are used, some power and status differences between teachers and pupils will re-

main. 

·         Ability - Pupils’ vocabulary, powers of self-expression, thinking skills and confidence are likely to be more limited than those of adults (particularly when 

trying to express abstract ideas). The sociologist will need to take great care in how they word their questions to make sure they are understood clearly. Limi-

tations in pupils’ understanding also make it more difficult to gain their informed consent because sociologists may not be able to explain the nature of the re-

search in words that they can clearly understand. 

·         Vulnerability - Young people are often more vulnerable to physical and psychological harm than adults. This raises ethical issues for the researcher. In-

formed consent is required by parents, teachers and the young person should also be aware of what the research entitles. It may be difficult to explain this to a 

child, and they may not yet be mature enough to make the moral choice to participate. Child protection issues are very important in not keeping personal data 

unless it is vital to the research. The researcher should also consider the form that participation will take and any stress that may result. The researcher must 

also consider whether the participation of young people in the research is actually necessary and whether they stand to benefit from it. 

·         Ethical Issues - Organisations such as UNICEF, Bardardo’s and the National Children’s Bureau have developed special codes of practice for research-

ing young people. These take the British Sociological Association’s research guidelines even further in terms of protecting the rights of children. Given chil-

dren’s vulnerability it is even more important to establish rapport and gain trust. It may also be important to match the gender of the young person and the re-

searcher to help achieve this. 

Researching teachers 
Teachers have more power and status because of their age, experience and responsibility within the school. They also have legal responsibilities and a duty 

of care towards the young people they teach. Teachers are not fully independent, even in ‘their’ classroom. Heads, governors, parents and pupils all constrain 

what teachers may do. Teachers are used to being inspected and scrutinised. They are experienced enough to be able to ‘put on a show’ for the researcher 

so as to create the best possible impression. 



Researching Education in context. 

Researching classrooms 
The classroom has clear boundaries, and restrictions on access and behaviour. Although not as closed as a prison or psychiatric ward, the classroom is less open 

than most settings. Young people rarely experience the same level of control in other areas of their lives. In classroom interaction, teachers and pupils are very expe-

rienced at disguising their real thoughts and feelings from each other; they may conceal these from the researcher too. School based groups such as classes and 

friendship groups may be more sensitive to peer pressure and the need to conform therefore it may be important to supervise pupils when they are filling in question-

naires. 

Researching schools 
Research may be seen to be part of the hierarchy of educational establishments e.g. students may see them as teachers and teachers may see them as inspectors. 

Head teachers have a great deal of power, including the power to refuse the researcher access to the school. Heads and governors may refuse permission if they 

believe that the researcher will interfere with the work of the school. Roland Meighan (1981) found that heads sometimes viewed research negatively. Their reaction 

to a research project he wanted to carry out consulting pupils about teaching included: 

·         It is dangerous to involve pupils in commenting on their teachers 

·         Discipline would be very adversely affected 

·         It would be bad for classroom relationships 

·         Children are not competent to judge teachers 

The law requires schools to collect information on pupil’s attendance, achievement and so on, and this may be useful to sociologists. The legal duty of care that 

schools have towards their pupils may mean that researchers’ access to them is restricted. Beynon and Atkinson (1984) noted that gatekeepers such as heads often 

steer the researcher away from sensitive situations, such as classes where the teacher has poor classroom control. 

Education is under close scrutiny by the media, parents and politicians. There is a great deal of publically available information about it including exam results and 

league tables. Schools also produce large quantities of more personal documents such as students’ reports. Sociologists may be able to make use of all these sec-

ondary sources in their research. However, school records are confidential and researchers may not be able to gain access to them. Unlike most other organisations 

in today’s society, many schools are single-sex. This may pose problems where the researcher is of different sex from the pupils. 

  

Researching parents 
Parents may influence what goes on in education, both by the way they bring up their children and by their involvement in school through parent-teacher contacts, 

parent governors, attendance at parents’ evenings and so on. Marketisation policies also encourage parent to see themselves as consumers, for example in choice of 

school. While classroom interactions between teachers and pupils can often be observed easily, there are few opportunities to observe whether parents help children 

with their homework. The social class and ethnicity of parents play a very important role within schooling. Unfortunately however class and ethnic differences between 

sociologists and some parents may be a barrier to researching this issue. Some parents may be more willing to participate in research e.g. middle class pro-school 

more likely than working class to return questionnaires about their children’s education and this will make their research findings unrepresentative. 



Method Example Studies 

Structured interviews Young & Willmott – Used structured interviews in their research into the extended family in east London. 

Unstructured interviews Sharpe – Used unstructured interviews to study the change in girls attitudes towards education, family and work by asking 
open ended questions and allowing the girls to respond in their own words. 

Group interviews Willis – Carried out unstructured group interviews to uncover the counter-school culture of the ‘lads’. These interviews al-
lowed the lads to talk freely in their own words about the way they viewed school, teachers and work. 

Field experiments Rosenthal & Jacobson – Were able to manipulate classroom interaction by labelling some pupils as ‘spurters’ to see whether 
this would cause a self-fulfilling prophecy. 

Participant observation Lacey – Used both participant and non-participant observation to immerse himself in school life, teaching some lessons and 
observing some others, as well as helping out with the cricket team and going on school trips. Allowing him to gain insight 
into social relations within school. 

Non-participant observation Wright- Observed classroom interactions of over 1,000 pupils and teachers, enabling her to see how teachers actually be-
haved towards their pupils – rather than how they claimed they behaved. 

Self-completion questionnaires Bowles and Gintis – Measured student personality traits using questionnaires similar to those used to reveal traits valued by 
employers. Compared their questionnaire results to exam results to find a correlation between personality traits valued by 
employers like docility, passivity and obedience to high scores at school. 

Postal questionnaires Chubb & Moe – Carried out a survey of parental attitudes to schooling. Involved lots of written questionnaires. 

Official statistics FSM (Free School Meals) – Government statistics on the exams results of children eligible for free school meals show a corre-
lation between material deprivation and achievement. 

Documents Gerwitz - Studied the way in which schools responded to being part of an ‘education market’. She collected a range of school 
documents including brochures, prospectuses and planning reports. 
Lobban – Analysed the content of educational documents such as reading schemes and textbooks for evidence of gender 
stereotyping. Examined 179 stories in 6 reading schemes used in primary schools and found that females were nearly always 
presented in traditional domestic roles. 



Methods in Context Essay Plans. 

Structured interviews 

time, cost, access, lack of validity/insight/depth/rapport/sensitivity, inflexibility, reliability, comparability, representativeness, ease of data analysis, large scale, interview 

effect, interviewer bias, imposition of researcher views, quantitative data, hypothesis testing, informed consent. 

Unstructured interviews 

cost, time, access, validity, insight, depth, rapport, sensitivity, flexibility, interviewer bias, interview effect, recording/categorising responses, unrepresentativeness, unrelia-

bility, qualitative data, grounded theory, informed consent, small scale. 

Group interviews 

cost, time, access, validity, lack of reliability, unrepresentativeness, insight, verstehen, group dynamics, qualitative data, lack of anonymity, psychological harm, informed 

consent. 

Field experiments 

time, cost, access, informed consent, harm to participants, quantitative data, reliability, representativeness, hypothesis testing, the Hawthorne effect, inflexibility, small 

scale, naturalism/validity versus control. 

Participant observation 

informed consent; getting in/staying in/getting out; Hawthorne effect; lack of reliability; overt/covert; unrepresentativeness; small scale; verstehen; insight; validity; sensi-

tivity; interpretation/analysis problems; rich data; time; cost. 

Non-participant observation 

time, cost, access, informed consent, validity, naturalism/non-intrusiveness, reliability, quantitative and qualitative data, overt versus covert observation, data recording, 

small scale, flexibility, hypothesis formation/grounded theory, Hawthorne effect.  

Self-completion questionnaires 

time; cost; access; anonymity; lack of validity/insight/depth/rapport/sensitivity; inflexibility; reliability; comparability; representativeness; generalisation; ease of data analy-

sis; large scale; imposition of researcher views; quantitative data; hypothesis testing; informed consent; low response rate 

Postal questionnaires 

time, cost, access, informed consent, anonymity, quantitative data, reliability, representativeness, generalisation, hypothesis testing, inflexibility, large scale, lack of validi-

ty, low response rate. 

Official statistics 

reliability; cost; time; large scale; representativeness; generalisation; hypothesis testing; lack of validity; comparability; trends and patterns; official vs sociological defini-

tions; problem taking. 

Documents 

types of document; time; cost; availability/access; sensitivity; confidentiality; content analysis and interpretation issues; insight; limited size of research samples; problems 

of representativeness; depth/quality of data; validity; lack of reliability. 
 



Item C 

Investigating streaming 

Streaming involves teachers differentiating between pupils on the basis of their perceived ability, 
placing pupils whom they believe to be of similar overall ability in the same teaching group. This 
may result in working-class pupils and those from certain ethnic minorities being placed in lower 
streams. Lower-stream pupils may lose self-esteem, give up trying and even join an anti-school 
subculture. By contrast, higher-stream pupils may identify strongly with the school’s values and 
goals. 

One way of studying streaming is to use unstructured interviews. These are often effective in ex-
ploring interviewees’ personal feelings about sensitive subjects. However, for a variety of rea-
sons, some pupils and teachers may refuse to participate in an unstructured interview. 

Applying material from Item C and your knowledge of research methods, evaluate the 
strengths and limitations of using unstructured interviews to investigate streaming.  

[20 marks]  



Outline and explain two….[10 marks] 

Advantages of using…. 

Postal questionnaires 

Unstructured interviews 

Covert observation 

Secondary sources 

 

Disadvantages of using… Structured interviews Group interviews Official statistics  
Practical considerations 

Ethical considerations 

Theoretical considerations 

Disadvantages of using… 

Longitudinal studies 

 

Advantages of using a 
pilot study 

Disadvantages of using … 

Random sample 

Snowball sample 


