Assignment Guide for Chapter 17

With reference to British education policies since 1870, explain why education policy is so politically controversial.

This question is asking you explain why education policy is so politically controversial and it is this that structures your answer. The question also asks you to illustrate your explanation with examples drawn from British education policies since 1870. Remember that you are not simply listing or describing policies but using them to illustrate their politically controversial nature.

In answering the question, you will need to think about what it is that the education system does – and clearly that is much more than just passing on knowledge. You could start from Durkheim (page 686), who saw education as passing on the common values of a society, the rules of social behaviour and preparing a future labour force. 

If socialization is the process through which culture is transmitted to the next generation (see chapter 6 for a discussion of socialization), we need to ask whose culture is being transmitted. The discussion of the hidden curriculum and cultural reproduction (pages 704–14) provides lots of useful material. 

The question of inequalities has been central to the sociology of education. The 1944 Education Act explicitly stated ‘equality of opportunity’ as one of its aims (note, ‘opportunity’ not ‘outcome’) and the comprehensive reorganization of the 1960s was undertaken mainly in the name of equality. In this section you will need to assess to what extent policies have promoted equality of opportunity: the sections on comprehensivization, failing schools and higher education funding all point to policies which have in some ways failed in this aim. The sections on gender and ethnicity point to two dimensions where equality of opportunity and equality of outcome have both failed to be guaranteed. The position of the public schools cannot be ignored in this discussion: can equality of opportunity ever exist in a society where a privileged education is available to those who can afford to pay for it? In considering the policies of the last twenty years, you could also consider the shift from concerns with ‘equality’ to those of ‘choice’.

The relationship between national economic success and education has informed education policies from 1870 onwards. The section on education and industrialization introduces this theme, while the discussion on lifelong learning brings us up to date with current policies aimed to secure a competitive advantage for Britain in a global economy. The education system is also important in the shaping of individuals not only as worker but also as citizens. The chapter deals with citizenship only in passing, but there is material to draw upon in the sections on inequality, social exclusion and lifelong learning.

In concluding, you will need to return to the core question: why are these dimensions politically controversial? It should be clear from your discussion that education policy goes to the heart of what a society’s values are, to the distribution of opportunities and rewards in society and to the economic well-being of a society as a whole as well as its individual members. All of these issues are political because they are about power, and party political because they are about the use of state power to further contested national goals.

