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What does sociology offer to the study of education?

Education institutions are the principle vehicles for the transmission of what societies consider to be worthwhile knowledge. Arguably in secular societies, they are also principle institutions for the promotion of what societies consider to be worthwhile values
. Sociology, the study of human societies and their structure and dynamics, is fundamentally concerned with social institutions, and as such is ideally placed to research education. 

Sociology applied to education takes as its object the education-society relation and attempts to explain one by the other. It is concerned with the ways in which educational institutions, and patterns of human behaviour, affect the nature of education and educational outcomes. As such, research in the field has addressed wide-ranging issues, including the workings of educational institutions, the role of education in society, curriculum content (both formal and ‘hidden’), patterns of access and outcome, and classroom interaction. It is perhaps due to this diversity, and the rich theoretical perspectives that sociology has developed to address such issues, that sociology has comprised the dominant basic discipline applied in education research over the past twenty years. All of the key sociological perspectives are illustrated in education research, and the sociology of education has been at the forefront of application and development of particular theoretical contributions. 

In conducting this research, sociologists apply a range of methods, both qualitative and quantitative. Qualitative techniques have proved particularly effective in investigating experiences and practices in educational settings, and it is such powerful evidence, coupled with quantitative information concerning patterns of educational access and outcome, that has driven the particularly strong seam of research investigating in/equality in education. Sociologists have developed substantial and rigorous bodies of work in relation to gender, social class and ‘race’ inequality, both within and resulting from, educational institutions. This research has exposed meritocratic accounts of educational outcomes as largely mythic, analysing the ways in which many education systems (including in the UK) systematically reproduce social inequality. Within this, social policy analysis has drawn out the relationships between educational policy and its drivers and effects in perpetuating such inequalities, manifesting a powerful critique of neoliberal and marketised practices in education. 

Issues and challenges arising 

This demonstration of the systematic perpetuation of inequality via the education system generated by qualitative and quantitative sociological research has offered a powerful critique of existing systems, and such critique is vital in a democratic society, to identify limitations, and facilitate change and improvement. It may due to the strength of feeling that such findings engender, however, that sociological research in education may be said to tend to focus more on critique than on suggestions for remedy. Manifestoes for enriching, equitable education systems based on sociological evidence are notably thin on the ground. It may be that this balance needs to alter somewhat for sociological research to have better purchase in influencing education policy. Sociological research in education tends to be extremely rigorous, based on substantial samples and highly developed theoretical conceptions, but it is arguable that in order for policy-makers to better make use of sociological research findings, sociological research needs to be better attuned to the offer of constructive, as well as deconstructive, ideas. This appears vital for the progress of dialogue between sociological research and education policy, and maximising the impact of research findings.

A further challenge to the development in the sociology of education is the current relative lack of quantitative analysis, due to a preference for qualitative work and a lack of quantitative skills among sociologists of education. Qualitative research has a continuing vital role to play given its fitness for purpose in addressing particular questions in education research (for example, concerning educational experiences and practices). However, the continued presence of quantitative research remains important for identification of broad social patterns, and hence the training of new researchers in quantitative methods is rightly prioritised by the ESRC. There has also been a trend towards separation of sociology of education from Teacher Education in the academy, which is particularly regrettable given the sub-discipline’s own analysis of the effects of insufficient sociological criticality in the teacher workforce. Hence there is a need for support of research and research capacity in the sociology of education. 

The sociology of education, then, makes a vital contribution to education research, in its analysis of social issues, educational policy and practice, and educational experiences and outcomes. It has strong links with other disciplines in this regard: historically offering a complementary approach to psychology’s focus on the individual, and also overlapping with/drawing on history, and (in analysis of patterns of inequality) economics. 

� Values are also passed on via families and other institutions; yet in more individualised ways in comparison with nationally formalised/monitored educational curricula.
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