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CONSENSUS THEORIES OF EDUCATION 
Specification: the role and functions of the education system, including its relationship to 
the economy and to class structure 
 

WHAT YOU NEED TO KNOW 
Identify, outline, explain, analyse and evaluate: 
§ Durkheim’s views on the functions of education 
§ Parsons’ views on the functions of education 
§ Davis and Moore on the functions of education 
§ New Right views on the functions of education 
Evaluate the view that: 

• The education system is meritocratic 

 
Functionalists suggest that education has three main functions:  

• Secondary socialisation 
• Role allocation 
• Providing necessary skills for the economy. 

 
These functions are explored by a number of functionalist writers. 
 

Durkheim and Education 
Durkheim argues the education system provides what he terms secondary socialisation as opposed to the 
primary socialisation which is delivered by the family. While the family passes on particular norms and values, 
secondary socialisation passes on universal norms and values that are shared by broader society. This helps 
individuals to become fully-functional, normal members of society and this in term helps society because 
people know how to behave. 
 
The term norms refers to behaviour and attitudes which are considered normal, while values are those things 
that people consider important to them.  Functionalists believe that all members of society are socialised into 
these norms and values, first through the family and later through institutions such as education, the media and 
religion. It is in this secondary socialisation that people learn universalistic values rather than just those values 
particular to their own family or community. 
 
Durkheim thought education increasingly had to perform this role in a modern industrial society. In agrarian 
societies, it was important to have a shared set of norms and values as a community. This fostered solidarity, 
but it was what Durkheim termed mechanical solidarity: people had face-to-face contact with each other and 
had very little contact – socially or economically – with people in other parts of the country or the world. In this 
sort of society, the family can provide most of the socialisation. This is one reason why education is perceived 
as a key function of the family. However, in a more complex, large-scale society (one based on organic 
solidarity rather than mechanical solidarity) it is necessary to learn the shared values of broader society. For 
this reason, a more organised education system is required. 
 
Furthermore, the nature of an industrial society, means people have to learn certain skills in order to function 
in that society and to perform specific economic roles. There are common pieces of knowledge that everyone 
should have, but there are also specific competencies that different people require in order to play their part in 
a complex industrial society based on a division of labour. 
 

MAKE THE LINK 
There is a clear and important link here between socialisation in relation to education and socialisation in 
relation to families and households. George Murdock included education as one of the functions of the 
family, but Talcott Parsons wrote about structural differentiation, and how the roles of the family have 
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increasingly been taken on by other agencies, especially the state. Education is a good example of where this 
has happened and Durkheim suggests a clear reason for this: the complex nature of industrial society 
requires socialisation into universal norms and values, not just the particular norms and values of the family. 

 
For Durkheim, the education system performs the secondary socialisation role by: 

• Instilling social solidarity. By learning about history, children learn to see themselves as part of a bigger 
picture and people should work together for common goals. Children also learn how to get on with 
people from different backgrounds and with different experiences. 

• Teaching social rules and how to abide by them. Schools ensure everyone follows a particular set of 
rules and have to behave in the same way, regardless of relationships and friendships. Learning to 
interact within a set of rules is learning how to function in society. This is important because it limits 
deviance: children learn about punishment and with that learn self-discipline. 

• Teaching specialist skills. Durkheim noted how people were going to work in mass production, 
performing quite a specialist function using specialist skills. Where in agrarian society people might have 
learned a particular job or craft from a parent, modern jobs required technical knowledge and also 
industrial societies saw industrial change, so the nature of jobs changed from generation to generation. 
Children had to learn skills and principles that would facilitate them working on an assembly line. This 
does suggest that as well as learning shared values in school, children would not necessarily all get the 
same education, but instead might learn different things depending on their likely future roles. 

 

Evaluating Durkheim on education 
§ Marxists question where these shared values come from and whose interests they serve. They don’t accept 

that there are a set of neutral norms and values that are best for everyone in society. Instead, as we shall 
see the in the next section, they argue that the powerful in society use education to spread their ideology. 

 
§ There are a number of ways in which Durkheim’s ideas about education could now be considered outdated. 

First, it imagines a society where a value consensus is possible and desirable. Postmodernists would argue 
that contemporary society is diverse and multicultural, and schools do not produce a shared set of norms 
and values for the whole of society and nor should they. Furthermore, other sociologists point out that the 
contemporary economy is no longer based around assembly lines and therefore the education model that 
Durkheim describes may not suit the modern economy. Furthermore, some question whether schools ever 
really provided adequate training for work, noting that for most jobs the knowledge-based learned at 
school is of limited usefulness and much more specific skills are taught through in-work training. 

 
§ Hargreaves (1982) has argued that the education system encourages individualism and competition rather 

than social solidarity and shared values. Educational norms discourage collaborative learning (instead 
seeing it as cheating or copying) and instead encourages individuals to try and beat each other: the 
opposite of social solidarity. 

 

Parsons on education 
Talcott Parsons’ ideas are very much influenced by Durkheim. Again, he sees education as performing an 
important role in terms of establishing shared norms and values, but Parsons is particularly interested in how 
education facilitates role allocation. For Parsons, the education system helps society to be meritocratic.  
 
Meritocracy describes a society whereby jobs and pay are allocated based on an individual’s talent and 
achievements rather than social status. Therefore, individuals that work hard will be rewarded in society, whilst 
those who do not will not be rewarded. Instead of people holding positions in society based on what their 
parents did and being born into a high or low status (ascribed status) people, through their efforts and their 
abilities, attain achieved status. Education sifts and sorts people into their appropriate jobs. Of course, one 
element of this is ascribed rather than achieved: natural ability, talent or intelligence. But this is fair and how it 
should be and has nothing to do with family background, gender, ethnicity, etc. 
 



Page 21AQA A Level Sociology revision guide- education

Copyright tutor2u LIMITED - not to be photocopied OR SCANNED www.tutor2u.net/sociology

DIFFERENTIAL ACHIEVEMENT BY GENDER  
Specification: differential educational achievement of social groups by social class, gender 
and ethnicity in contemporary society 
 

WHAT YOU NEED TO KNOW 
• Describe differences in educational achievement by gender. 
• Explain, analyse and evaluate in-school factors that influence differences in educational achievement 

by gender. 
• Explain, analyse and evaluate out-of-school factors that influence differences in educational 

achievement by gender. 
 

The statistics 
The data is much more easily collected for gender and achievement as it is routinely collected. In terms of 
students getting 5 GCSEs at A*-C, the gap between girls and boys grew through the last decade to reach nearly 
9% in 2016 in favour of girls. While this is not a gap of the size experienced by social class, it is still a very 
significant and quite consistent difference. Girls also consistently get more A* and A grades than boys too. 
 
It can also be seen at other levels of education. Girls outperform boys at A Level too, though not quite so 
dramatically as at GCSE. Boys are more likely to get A*s though, while girls have been more likely to get As (the 
results are quite close at this point). However, 2017 was the first time in 17 years that boys outperformed girls 
in terms of high grades altogether (A*s and As). Some speculated that this might have been linked to the 
introduction of linear A Levels and the end of the old modular AS/A2 system. However, it is suggested that this 
statistic might be a little misleading as girls are much more likely to sit A Levels than boys. Boys only sat 45% of 
all A Levels in 2017 and only “beat” the girls in terms of A* in a handful of subjects. This is a different gender 
education gap, and is repeated in university entries, and would suggest that rather than boys catching up with 
girls post-16, more underachieving boys are taken out of these statistics altogether and are taking other 
qualifications instead, such as apprenticeships. It is worth noting that similar reforms to GCSEs (replacing 
modular exams with linear ones) has not halted the girls’ advantages in the system. 
 
The gap is also present in pre-school with a Save the Children study in 2016 suggesting that boys are nearly 
twice as likely as girls to fall behind before school even begins. 
 
Unlike social class, this achievement gap is a relatively modern phenomenon. In the 1960s, boys were much 
more likely to be entered for O Levels at all, although girls did start outperforming boys in the subjects they did 
take from the late 60s. Right through the 1970s and 1980s boys were much more likely to stay in school post-16 
and to carry on to university. Boys particularly outperformed girls in science subjects and mathematics. So 
when considering sociological explanations for these differences, we need to consider explanations for the 
change, not just the current pattern. 
 

Out of school factors 
It is worth noting that many people believed, in the 1950s and 1960s, that the reason why boys outperformed 
girls at school were biological: boys’ brains were better designed for rational thought and girls were too 
emotional to perform very well in education. It’s just as well they didn’t need to, because no qualifications were 
required to get married and have children. 
 
There is plenty of biological and psychological evidence now to show that such explanations were nonsense, 
and of course the consistent way girls outperform boys in education makes that point very clearly. 
 
One reason often presented for why girls are now outperforming boys throughout school in most subjects and 
at most levels, is because of the changes in the status and role of women in society. Historically, most girls 
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expected to leave school, get married and become a housewife, with a husband who went to work. Only a 
minority of girls would expect to have a career and therefore it is hardly surprising that for a long time boys 
outperformed girls in education. Although there has not been a complete change - there is still a gender pay 
gap, women still do more housework than men, women are still more likely to stop work or go part-time to 
bring up children – most girls do now expect to work and there are of course many female role models who 
have gained very good qualifications and gone on to perform important roles.  So the most important out-of-
school factor is that greater equality for women in society has made educational achievement more worthwhile 
for girls and there has been a corresponding boost in girls’ achievement. 
 

KEY STUDY: SUE SHARPE “JUST LIKE A GIRL” (1994) 
One important study that helps illustrate this point is that carried out by Sue Sharpe, where she conducted 
interviews and distributed questionnaires to working-class schoolgirls in London in the 1970s and the 1990s 
to compare their changing priorities and attitudes. 
 
The original “Just Like A Girl” was about girl’s priorities in the early 1970s, and how it impacted on school and 
education. It was a study of how society constrained women and limited their aspirations. She found that 
early gender socialisation meant that girls attached relatively little importance to education. When listing 
their priorities, career came bottom (after job and well below love, marriage and children). From such a 
perspective there is no real incentive to perform strongly in education. 
 
By the 90s, Sharpe found that there had been a “gender quake”. Girls’ priorities had more-or-less reversed. 
Career came before love or marriage. These girls were more confident, more ambitious, committed to 
gender equality and were more assertive too. There had been a significant shift from the perspective of the 
girls. It is worth bearing in mind that Sharpe did not think that all was fine in the 1990s. Particularly for 
working-class girls like those she was studying, their aspirations and priorities would not necessarily square 
with their real experiences. They were still likely to be expected to prioritise family over career when it came 
to it and to do the bulk of the housework. But the change in attitude could certainly provide one explanation 
for the dramatic shift in girls’ achievement at school. 
 
The reasons for the change in attitudes are put down, at least in part, to changes in the law that were 
occurring when the first research was conducted. 
 

 
It is unusual to find a sociological perspective that is itself an explanation for significant social change, but the 
feminist movement clearly played a significant part in bringing about the changes in the roles and status of 
women in society. 
 
This change was also observable not just in the material reality of female careers, but in the broader culture. 
Girls’ magazines and television programme and toys all changed to reflect and reinforce this social change. The 
sorts of careers advice girls might get from home, school and elsewhere also shifted. 
 
As such, while the change in the role and the status of women can be seen as one massive out-of-school factor, 
it can also be broken down into a number of closely-related factors: 

• The feminist movement changing attitudes regarding women’s role in society 
• The change in the nature of work for women. 
• The change in family life and family structure and the move towards more “symmetrical families”. 
• Change in media representations of women and girls. 

 
As for out-of-school factors for why boys might be underperforming: the nature of the economy has led to what 
some call a crisis of masculinity. The absence of traditional male employment has led to lack of certainty about 
what, particularly working-class boys might do in the future. New Right sociologists, like Charles Murray, 
suggest that the presence of welfare benefits has led to boys being happy to leave school without 
qualifications, with no aspirations beyond being unemployed. 
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Comprehensivisation 
Comprehensive schools are local schools which do not select pupils on the basis of academic ability: they are 
mixed ability schools.  In the 1960s, there were many criticisms of grammar schools and selective education, 
arguing that they were socially exclusive and divisive.  The Labour government, after 1964, encouraged the 
development of these schools and through the 1970s they took the place of grammar schools and secondary 
modern schools in most areas of the country. 
 
There was no single piece of legislation, like the 1944 or 1988 education acts which replaced the tripartite 
system with comprehensives. Instead it was educational policy over a long period for local authorities to 
redevelop their school stock in that way. While the real drive for the policy came from the Labour government 
of 1964-1970 and the education secretary Anthony Crosland, the government that actually closed the most 
grammar schools was the Conservative one of 1970-74, with education secretary Margaret Thatcher 
(somewhat ironically). 
 
Crosland approach the issue from a belief in equality: both equality of opportunity and more equality of 
outcome. He wrote about wanting to give every child “a grammar school education”. Increasingly children did 
not sit a test at 11 and instead went from primary school to the local comprehensive school where children of 
all ability ranges were accommodated. Many of these schools had sixth forms (or had close links with a local 
sixth form college) and therefore opened up the possibility of studying beyond 16 to more pupils. 
 
Although there have been many reforms to the UK education system since the 1960s, particularly in terms of 
qualifications and who runs schools, most pupils today still attend comprehensive schools largely of the sort 
envisaged in the 1960s: where all pupils, regardless of ability, attend the same school. A few education 
authorities never implemented the changes and have therefore kept the 11+ and the grammar schools since 
1944 (although the secondary moderns generally rebranded as comprehensives). To confuse matters a little 
further, quite a lot of former grammar schools kept their names when they became comprehensives and so are 
still called “the grammar school” despite not being selective. As such, schools are not always clearly labelled. 
 
Evaluating the impact of comprehensivisation 

• The comprehensive principle has had longevity and is still the norm in most education authorities in the 
UK. 

 
• It never quite did what was claimed of it. Arguably it simply moved selection into one school. Most 

comprehensive schools use some system of banding, setting or streaming and, as such, there is still 
selection in the school and while pupils of all ability are taught under the same roof, they are rarely 
taught in the same classroom. The social divisions that existed between schools can still be observed 
between sets. 

 
• However, most comprehensive schools certainly have a more flexible approach to “selection” than the 

old tripartite system, so late development is better catered for, as is having strengths in different areas. 
It is not unusual for someone to be in a high set for Maths and lower one for English (or vice versa). 

 
• Instead of social divisions between schools being based on school selection, they increasingly came to 

be about location. Comprehensive schools in largely middle-class areas had very different demographics 
from those in inner-city areas or on large council estates. This in turn often translates into largely-
middle-class comprehensives with strong academic results and less successful working-class ones (for 
reasons discussed in the early section about social class and differential achievement). 

 
• Critics of comprehensive schools argue that their “one size fits all” approach ignores the fact that 

children are all different. Alistair Campbell (Tony Blair’s press officer) talked of “the bog standard 
comprehensive” when explaining the government’s decision to encourage more “specialist” schools 
(e.g. performing arts schools, technology schools, etc.) 
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• A major criticism came from some on the New Right, that comprehensive schools prevent meritocracy. 

The journalist Andrew Neil argued that in the post-war period, people from relatively less well-off 
backgrounds (lower middle-class, perhaps) could reach the very top of society. He pointed to people like 
prime ministers Harold Wilson and Margaret Thatcher as products of grammar schools) whereas he 
argued that in the 2000s it was back to a situation where only the very rich reached the top: those who 
attended top private schools like Eton (e.g. David Cameron or Boris Johnson). His argument was that the 
comprehensive system did not provide the meritocratic path that grammar schools did. 

 
• However, others have questioned Neil’s conclusions. While there is circumstantial support for his point 

based on the very small sample of people who have become UK prime minister (!) there is much more 
evidence of people from a much wider range of social backgrounds getting to university, acquiring 
professional qualifications and getting into higher-earning professions as a result of 
comprehensivisation. This is true of minority-ethnic and female students as well as working-class ones. 

 
• A larger criticism of comprehensivisation, as it was conceived in the 1960s, was about whether it 

produced the workforce that the UK economy needed. Crosland had written about every child getting 
“a grammar school education” but was that what every child (and the economy) needed? Forcing rooms 
full of bored teenagers to try and appreciate Shakespeare was not preparing them for lives at work. 
(Some Marxists would disagree, as learning to cope with being bored is arguably an important skill for 
the drudgery of work under capitalism). The schools were facilitating some pupils to go on a do further 
study (as the tripartite system had done for the grammar school children) while the others were leaving 
with a little knowledge of Shakespeare, patchy arithmetic and abstract science. As they entered the 
workplace only a very little of this knowledge was very useful. 

 
New vocationalism 
In 1976, the Labour Prime Minister, James Callaghan, made a famous speech at Ruskin College in Oxford, in 
which he argued that the education system was not producing pupils with the right skills that were needed for 
the modern economy. Comprehensivisation had tended to result in all pupils attempting academic 
qualifications, but many jobs required practical and technical skills, rather than knowledge of Shakespeare or 
history.  The speech inspired new educational developments that resulted in a wave of new vocational 
qualifications being introduced in the 1980s, such as GNVQs and BTECs. 
 
Vocational education is an alternative to academic education and focuses on preparing pupils for work in a 
particular industry or field of employment. The 1980s saw the growth of vocational qualifications such as 
GNVQs and BTECs in subject areas such as bricklaying, hairdressing, childcare or travel and tourism. 
Stereotypically this form of education is seen as being of lesser value compared with academic 
qualifications. Governments regularly try to reboot vocational education and try to achieve parity of 
esteem between vocational and academic qualifications 
 
Traditionally working-class pupils are more likely to be enrolled on these courses than middle-class pupils.  
In 2016 the Conservative Government pushed for vocational education to be seen as an alternative to 
university-based education by offering apprenticeships to job sectors which may not be accessible without 
a degree. For example, there are now apprenticeships in engineering, accountancy and software 
engineering. Level 3 BTECs recently had examined units added to them (rather than being all coursework) 
to increase the level of challenge. Now the government is proposing T Levels to replace BTECs. 
 
Probably the biggest recent change in vocational education has been the growth of modern 
apprenticeships where pupils spend most of the week in the workplace and perhaps two days in school or 
college doing theoretical work or maths and English qualifications. This has particularly grown since 
compulsory education age was lifted to 18. 


