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AQA A Level Sociology topic essays: Education

1.  Applying material from Item B and your knowledge, evaluate the usefulness of feminist ideas 
to our understanding of education in the UK today. (30 marks)

2.  Applying material from Item B and your knowledge, evaluate the usefulness of functionalist 
views of the education system in society today. (30 marks)

3.  Applying material from Item B and your knowledge, evaluate Marxist views of the role of the 
education system. (30 marks)

4.  Applying material from Item B and your knowledge, evaluate the view that differential 
educational achievement by social class is mainly due to in-school factors. (30 marks)

5.  Applying material from Item B and your knowledge, evaluate the view that differential 
educational achievement by ethnicity is predominantly due to pupils’ home backgrounds. (30 
marks)

6.  Applying material from Item B and your knowledge, evaluate sociological explanations for 
gender differences in educational attainment and subject choices. (30 marks)

7.  Applying material from Item B and your knowledge, evaluate the usefulness of interactionist 
ideas to our understanding of education in the UK today. (30 marks)

8.  Applying material from Item B and your knowledge, evaluate the view that the main purpose of 
recent education policy has been to create an education market. (30 marks)

9.  Applying material from Item B and your knowledge, assess the impact of globalisation on 
education policy in the UK. (30 marks)

10.  Applying material from Item B and your knowledge, evaluate the view that the main purpose 
of education policy since 1944 has been to reduce inequality. (30 marks)
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ITEM B 
 
There is lots of evidence that girls outperform boys in school, therefore some would argue that feminism 
is no longer relevant to the sociology of education: that feminists have succeeded in making education 
equal for boys and girls. 
 
However, different feminist sociologists raise a number of issues relating to gender and education such as 
the reinforcement of stereotypes. Feminists also offer useful explanations for why educational 
achievement for girls has improved so much since the 1970s. 
 
Applying material from Item B and your knowledge, evaluate the usefulness 
of feminist ideas to our understanding of education in the UK today. (30 
marks) 
 
Feminists	are	united	in	believing	that	society	is	patriarchal	
–	that	is	that	it	is	male	dominated	–	and	that	women	are	
oppressed	and	marginalised	by	men.		But	there	are	a	
number	of	different	feminists	who	differ	in	their	views	of	
education	in	the	UK	today,	and	some	of	their	ideas	might	be	
deemed	more	useful	than	others.	
	
According	to	Item	B,	because	girls	are	now	outperforming	
boys,	some	would	argue	that	feminism	has	little	to	say	
about	the	UK	education	system	today,	as	there	is	no	
evidence	of	gender	discrimination	or	patriarchal	control.				
But	feminists	argue	that	the	education	system,	as	an	agent	
of	secondary	socialisation,	does	pass	on	patriarchy	and	
patriarchal	norms	to	the	next	generation.		Boys	learn	how	to	
be	men	and	girls	learn	how	to	be	women	and	part	of	that	is	
very	much	learning	their	places	in	a	patriarchal	society.		
Liberal	feminists	argue	that	the	important	thing	is	for	there	
to	be	equal	access	to	education	and	equal	and	fair	
treatment.		As	such,	liberal	feminists	are	likely	to	think	we	
have	come	a	long	way,	although	would	still	like	to	see	some	
changes.		However,	radical	feminists	would	argue	that	girls	
are	still	being	prepared	for	exploitation	and	are	essentially	
being	taught	an	ideology	or	a	false	consciousness	where	
they	believe	that	they	now	have	equal	opportunities	to	men	
(and	indeed	see	themselves	performing	better	than	boys	in	
exams)	and	therefore	when,	in	later	life,	they	hit	the	glass	
ceiling	and	earn	significantly	less	than	their	male	colleagues	
and	have	much	higher	societal	expectations	placed	on	them	
in	terms	of	balancing	career	and	home,	they	see	this	as	the	
result	of	their	own	deficiencies	rather	than	the	fault	of	
patriarchal	control	of	society.		Marxist	feminists	and	
difference	feminists	would	share	these	concerns	but	argue	
that	this	is	particularly	the	case	for	working	class	girls	and	

A	clear	introduction	which	
raises	the	issues	to	be	explored	
in	the	essay	and	clearly	defines	
key	concepts	from	the	question.	
	
	
	
This	paragraph	makes	direct	
reference	to	Item	B	and	then	
goes	on	to	introduce	a	key	
concept	(secondary	
socialisation)	and	explore	it	in	
some	detail	with	useful	
application	and	a	theoretical	
framework	providing	
evaluation.	
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girls	from	minority	ethnic	backgrounds.		Radical	feminists	
would	add	that	girls	are	also	controlled	by	boys	and	male	
teachers	through	the	threat	of	violence	in	the	classroom	or	
the	playground	(although	the	extent	to	which	this	is	still	the	
case	in	the	UK	today	is	certainly	a	matter	of	debate).		How	
does	the	education	system	achieve	this,	on	behalf	of	the	
patriarchy?		One	way	is	through	the	hidden	curriculum:	
gender	differences	are	reinforced	subtly	through	uniforms	
and	dress	codes,	head	boys	and	head	girls,	and	perhaps	
through	message	delivered	through	assemblies	and	PHSE	
lessons.		Then	in	the	formal	curriculum,	although	now	boys	
and	girls	learn	the	same	subjects	throughout	most	of	school,	
there	are	still	differences,	particularly	in	PE.		Boys	and	girls	
are	taught	different	sports,	wear	different	sports	uniforms	
and	boys’	sports	tend	to	be	treated	more	seriously.		
Feminists	would	argue	that	even	this	is	sending	a	subtle	
message	that	men’s	societal	roles	are	more	important.		Once	
pupils	start	to	choose	subjects	then	girls	studying	subjects	
like	childcare	and	home	economics	are	prepared	for	more	
domestic	roles	(even	if	it	they	might	be	being	prepared	for	
work	too:	preparation	for	the	dual	burden	or	the	triple	
shift).		Finally,	girls	are	also	given	interesting	and	seemingly	
contradictory	role	models	in	school	for,	while	their	teachers	
(especially	at	primary	school)	are	very	likely	to	be	women,	
the	managers	–	especially	heads	and	deputies,	with	ultimate	
responsibility	for	the	school	and	for	discipline	–	are	very	
likely	to	be	men.		Again,	these	messages	subtly	prepare	girls	
for	a	life	of	subservience	despite	apparent	equality.		
However,	there	is	some	changes	in	all	these	areas	in	recent	
years.		Girls	and	boys	are	largely	taught	the	same	subjects,	
girls’	sports	are	taken	more	seriously	and	there	are	more	
coeducational	sports	where	boys	and	girls	play	together,	
and	more	and	more	women	are	becoming	senior	managers	
in	education.		As	such	it	could	be	argued	that,	in	the	UK	
today,	these	issues	–	while	not	irrelevant	–	are	not	
especially	useful	to	our	understanding	of	the	education	
system.	
	
However,	functionalists	like	Talcott	Parsons	take	a	very	
different	view	of	secondary	socialisation.	They	argue	that	
secondary	socialisation	teaches	boys	and	girls	how	to	
operate	in	society	in	the	interests	of	the	whole	of	society	in	
order	for	it	to	function	properly,	not	just	for	men.		Marxists	
on	the	other	hand	would	agree	that	secondary	socialisation	
only	benefits	the	powerful	in	society,	not	everyone,	but	they	
would	see	that	in	terms	of	the	rich	–	the	ruling	class	–	rather	
than	the	patriarchy.	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
Key	terminology	is	used	to	
support	points	and	there	is	a	
direct	link	back	to	the	question.	
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evaluates	the	previous	point	
and	avoids	being	simply	
‘juxtaposition’	by	explicitly	
addressing	key	ideas	from	the	
previous	paragraph.	
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As	well	as	the	process	of	socialisation	preparing	girls	for	
future	exploitation,	feminists	would	argue	that	there	are	a	
number	of	ways	in	which	women	and	girls	are	still	
disadvantaged	in	the	education	system	itself.		One	is	that	
boys	still	get	more	attention	from	teachers	than	girls.		This	
relates	to	gender	stereotypes	and	associated	labelling;	
assumption	by	teachers	that	girls	will	get	on	with	their	
work	while	boys	need	chivvying	along	and	need	more	
behaviour	management.		Marxist	and	difference	feminists,	
such	as	Archer	(2006),	argue	that	working	class	black	girls	
are	often	stereotyped	and	labelled	as	aggressive.		High	
achieving	girls	from	Chinese	or	Asian	background	are	
sometimes	labelled	as	being	‘robots’,	pushed	by	the	parents	
(usually	fathers),	rather	than	as	independent	minded,	high	
achievers	through	their	own	efforts.		She	argues	that	the	
current	issue	of	male	underperformance	disguises	these	
difficulties	that	still	exist	for	many	girls	in	UK	schools.		
Therefore,	feminist	sociologists	do	still	make	useful	
contributions	to	the	sociology	of	education.	
	
Feminists	also	provide	explanations	for	why	girls	are	now	
performing	better	in	education.		Sue	Sharpe	conducted	a	
study	into	the	attitudes	and	expectations	of	girls	in	the	
1990s	compared	with	their	mothers’	and	grandmothers’	
generations.		She	found	that	the	1990s	girls	focused	on	their	
financial	independence	and	career	rather	than	marriage	and	
family.		This	is	as	a	result	of	societal	changes:	greater	
employment	opportunities	for	women	and	more	equal	
rights.		Indeed,	these	changes	are	in	many	ways	a	result	of	
feminism	(in	society	rather	than	in	sociology).		These	
changed	expectations	are	one	explanation	for	why	girls	now	
perform	so	much	more	strongly	in	school:	they	feel	it’s	
worth	doing	so.		However,	other	feminists	would	counter	
that	while	this	might	be	the	expectations	of	modern	girls,	it	
is	not	necessarily	the	reality	for	the	women	of	the	future.		
Anne	Oakley	noted	how	paid	employment	often	meant	that	
women	had	a	dual	burden	as	they	still	completed	most	
housework.		Furthermore,	there	is	still	a	gender	pay	gap	
and	a	‘glass	ceiling’	in	many	workplaces.	
	
In	conclusion,	feminism	provides	a	useful	framework	for	
understanding	the	role	of	education	in	society	today.		
However,	some	would	argue	that	the	ideas	are	outdated	as	
education	today	demonstrates	gender	equality.		Post‐
modernists	would	also	argue	that	society	is	much	too	
complex	to	be	explained	in	simple	terms	of	patriarchal	
control.		They	would	point	to	the	complex	nature	of	gender	
in	education	today,	with	girls	outperforming	boys,	for	

This	is	another	detailed,	rich	
paragraph	with	studies	
referenced,	contrasting	theory	
and	links	to	other	areas	of	the	
specification.	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
Again	it	clearly	links	back	to	the	
question.	
	
Again,	like	the	previous	
paragraph,	here	we	have	
contrasting	theoretical	ideas,	
relevant	sociological	studies	
and	links	to	other	areas	of	the	
specification.		All	assessment	
objectives	are	being	met	here.	
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example,	as	evidence	that	gender	relations	in	education	
today	are	complex	and	multifaceted	and	therefore	not	able	
to	be	explained	fully	by	feminism	ideas.	
	
[1,142	words]	
Examiner	style	comments:	Mark	band	25–30	
	
This	is	a	top	mark	band	essay.	It	demonstrates	a	strong	evaluative	argument	in	response	to	
the	question	and	uses	supporting	sociological	evidence	well.	It	makes	links	to	other	areas	of	
the	specification,	such	as	families	and	households,	and	makes	direct	reference	to	Item	B.	
	
Sociological	theory	is	clearly	communicated	and	understood	and	there	is	a	good	range	of	
knowledge	which	has	been	analysed	in	response	to	the	demands	of	the	question.	A	number	of	
sociological	studies	and	a	wide	range	of	key	terminology	is	used.	
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