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Outline

1. The role of schools

– Pierre Bourdieu’s theory of cultural 
capital and the reproduction of 
inequality

– Do schools discriminate?: Some 
experimental evidence -Schools are 
actually equalizers: The summer 
learning loss gap

2. Discussion



The role of schools

Do schools discriminate by social 

origin?



The role of schools

• Research on the intergenerational transmission of ability is crucial for 

understanding primary effects of class 

• We have seen how parental characteristics, environmental factors and peer-

effects can lead to class differences in both CogA and NCogA and 

consequently in academic performance 

• Yet not all the effect of O on academic performance is necessarily due to  

ability transmission…

• Researchers must also consider the possibility that teachers  discriminate

against children from unprivileged O i.e. that they give different grades to 

children of identical ability but different social origin 

• Investigating discrimination is not an easy task because children’s ability is 

typically not observable….

• The possibility of teachers’ bias was considered in the influential work of Pierre 

Bourdieu, a famous French sociologist



!
Bourdieu argued that the educational 

system systematically favours middle-class 
children because these children posses 

what he called cultural capital, which 
schools reward



!
Bourdieu’s writings have been 

very influential in education and 

sociology…



Bourdieu’s theory of cultural 

reproduction
• Cultural capital Familiarity with the dominant culture (high-class culture), 

particularly the capacity to use “educated language” but also other cultural 

markers (manners, accent, cultural taste, etc)  

• Cultural capital is inculcated in high-class  (but not in low-class) homes (see 

Bourdieu and Passeron 1990)

• The educational system rewards cultural capital with higher grades / 

punishes lack of cultural capital with lower grades this explains class-

differences in performance

• Bourdieu thus considers schools crucial institutions in the reproduction of 

inequality

• Although Bourdieu’s theory is very vague and incoherent it has had a strong 

influence on sociological research on educational stratification

• Bourdieu’s work is a fine example of not very scientific but yet very 

influential sociology (see e.g. Sullivan 2000; Jaeguer and Breen 2016)



!
Because Bourdieu’s theory is very 

vague it is not clear whether cultural 
capital (CK) is a form of CogA (i.e. 
linguistic skills) or a marker of high 

status (unrelated to ability) 



!
Note that if CK= CogA, schools 
would not discriminate against 

working-class children but if     
CK≠ CogA, then they would!



!
Empirical research shows that 

parental beaux arts participation 

(e.g. going to the opera, ballet, 

theater or listening to “cultivated” 

music at home) has no influence on 

children’s school performance (see 

e.g. Sullivan 2001)…



!
…Yet parental reading has a 

positive influence on children’s 

school performance because it is 

associated with children’s 

vocabulary and cultural knowledge

(see e.g. Sullivan 2001)



!
…This supports the cognitive

interpretation of cultural capital 

more than the cultural one



!
…But this does not mean teachers 

do not discriminate…



Do schools discriminate?

• Experimental research suggests teachers might be prone to 
discrimination often in subtle and unconscious ways …
– E.g. German primary-school teachers give lower grades to students with 

Turkish background names (Sprietsma 2013) 

– E.g. German teachers anticipate worse performance if students have 
typical working-class names 

• One teacher interviewed in the study said “Kevin (a typical working-class name 
in Germany) is not a name, is a diagnosis” 
http://www.thelocal.de/20090918/22019)

– E.g. in the US  African–American pupils receive significantly less praise, 
less direct questions from their teachers and less feedback after 
mistakes than their peers from different ethnic backgrounds (Ferguson 
2003) 

– These differences in teacher behavior are likely to affect pupil academic 
performance, acting as a self-fulfilling prophecy 

http://www.thelocal.de/20090918/22019


Sprietsma (2013)

• Randomly assigned typical Turkish and typical German 

names to identical set of essays to assess teachers’ 

expectations/evaluation bias

• Grades are significantly lower when essays carry a Turkish 

name

• Also lower recommendation for academic tracks

• Effects are however small and concentrate on a minority of 

teachers



Sprietsma (2013)



Sprietsma (2013)
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?
So how important is the role of 

teachers’ potential discrimination 

overall ?



!
Evidence suggests not very 

important. In fact, overall schools 

have an equalizing effect 



The equalizing effect of schools

• Evidence for the US consistently shows that socio-economic gaps in 
children’s cognitive skills increase during summer holidays but 
decrease during school term

• This is known as the summer learning loss
• The summer loss is particularly big (and worrying) in the case of pre-

school children (Alexander et. al 2007)

• 2 conclusions can be drawn from these findings:

1. that non-school factors (parental and neighborhood factors) 
are the main source of primary effects

2. that schools act overall as equalizers (at least in the US) >< 
Bourdieu’s theory of cultural reproduction

…Yet the equalizing effect of schools does not seem to be working so 
well in the case of white-black gaps in the US (see Downey et al. 2004)





Conclusions



!
Research on CogA and NCogA

development has expanded in the last 
decade in economics, sociology, 

psychology, genetics and 
neuroscience…



!
This is an expanding and vibrant 

research field particularly prone 

to interdisciplinary research



!
We still need to know much more about 
ability development and the association 

between O and performance but 
results are already promising, aren’t 

they?



Discussion

In Spain 15-year old school children 
do on average more than 1 hour of 

daily homework. Would a lighter 
homework load increase or 

decrease primary effects? Why?



Source: OECD. 2014. 

“Does Homework 

Perpetuate inequality in 

Education”. Pisa in Focus, 

46:1-4
http://www.oecd-

ilibrary.org/education/does-homework-

perpetuate-inequities-in-

education_5jxrhqhtx2xt-en

The data is for 15-year 

old children
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!

See also: 

http://oecdeducationtoday.blogspot.com.es/20

14/12/trouble-with-homework.html

OECD. 2014

http://oecdeducationtoday.blogspot.com.es/2014/12/trouble-with-homework.html


That’s all for today!

Thanks for your attention!
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