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Last Updated on February 20, 2023 by Karl ThompsonThe United Kingdom government does not routinely collect statistics on the relationship between social class and educational achievement!Instead, we have to rely on statistics which use ‘proxy-indicators’ to look at the relationship between household income and educational achievement, rather
than the relationship between social class and educational achievement.Two sources we might use to to examine the relationship between social class and educational achievement are:Free School Meal (FSM) achievement rates compare to non FSM achievement ratesData on independent school results compared to government schools results.Both
of the above statistics measure income alone, rather than the broader concept of social class.Household income is related to social class, but income alone does not tell us exactly which social class someone is from. Some parents might work in traditionally ‘working-class’ jobs which could be very well paid, such as the building trades; while other
parents might be earning a limited amount of money working part-time in traditionally middle-class jobs - as private music teachers for example.Also, income does not necessarily tell us about the cultural aspects of class - how well educated parents are or how much social and cultural capital they have, for example.Thus you must remember that
household income indicators are only proxies for social class, they may not show us precisely what a child’s social class background is.In 2022 only 29% of Free School Meals (FSM) pupils achieved grade five or above in both English and Maths compared to 57% of non Free School Meal Pupils. This means that non-FSM pupils from higher income
households are twice as likely to pass both English and Maths compared to FSM pupils from lower income households.Similarly, only 26% of FSM pupils are entered for the higher status English Baccalaureate compared to 43% of non-FSM pupils.Parents in households with a gross annual income of no more than £16190 were entitled to claim for Free
School Meals. This means that all children from households with parents on benefits and some children with parents working part time in lower income jobs will be eligible.22.5% of children were eligible for Free School Meals in 2022, which is just over 1/5th of all students. Thus the blue bar above represents the poorest fifth of children and the red
bar represents the richest 4/5ths.One limitation is that it FSM eligibility is based on gross household income, so it doesn’t tell us about poverty differences within this group based on disposable income. For example, if one household owns their house outright they would have a lot more disposable income than a household with a mortgage.A further
limitation is that you are not getting a detailed comparison, you are only able to compare the achievement of the poorest 20% with the achievement of richest 80%.It would be better if you could compare more categories, so the poorest fifth, the next poorest fifth and so on. If you did this you would probably see a wider achievement gap between the
poorest fifth of children and richest fifth.Pupils attending independent, fee paying, schools get much better GCSE results than pupils attending normal academies or LEA controlled ‘comprehensive’ schools.In 2021 more than 60% of GCSEs awarded to pupils attending private schools achieved a grade A, compared to only 30% of GCSEs awarded to
pupils attending academies or LEA maintained state schools (approximate figures), and the gap between private and state schools is increasing.It’s interesting to note that non-selective state schools (or the 150 so state grammar schools) get proportionately more A grades at GCSE than the private schools, but there are very few of these grammar
schools)In order to afford the fees to get your children into an independent school, you have to be comfortably in the top 10% of households, hence comparing the results allows us to explore the relationsip between income and educational achievement at the top of income scale.There are a few scholarships for pupils from poorer households, but not
in significant enough numbers to skew the overall comparison, it’s mainly rich kids attending these private schools.If we look at the very top, very expensive schools we see that money really does buy you a very good chance of achieving 3 A-levels at A-A*, with the top ten schools and colleges all having a 90% success rate at that level.Although it will
cost your parents a minimum of £15K a year to get you into one of those schools.One advantage of the above stats is that it’s much more likely that you're seeing the solidly upper middle class in these schools, rather than this just being about income.However, this is at the same time a disadvantage as we cannot isolate variables. We can’t be sure the
extent to which is is purely wealth and income influencing these results, or cultural capital.One thing is for sure: it is not just the raw intelligence of the pupils attending these schools, they are being gifted with an enormous educational advantage compared to students sitting A-levels at regular state colleges.If we use the above data, we can see there
is a drastic difference in the achievement rates at the very top and the very bottom of the household income scales.IF we think household income is a valid indicator of social class, we can also say there are huge social class differences in educational achievement based on the above statistics. However, we don’t have systematic, annual data on the
relationship between the vast majority of middle income households and educational achievement.The lack of consistent monitoring could be due to our neoliberal government trying to disguise the truth that there is a clear difference in educational outcomes by social class, which in turn is due to social class inequalities in society, which is something
neoliberalism is happy to maintain.The relationship between social class and educational achievement is one of the main topics within the sociology of education at A 1level. GOV.UK Key Stage Four Performance 2021-22. Educational achievement is often viewed as a reflection of individual effort and merit. However, sociological research consistently
shows that social class plays a significant role in shaping students’ educational outcomes. This article will explore the concept of differential educational achievement by social class, examining the various factors that contribute to this disparity and the broader implications for society. Through an understanding of how social class affects educational
achievement, we can better address the inequalities that persist within educational systems.Social class refers to the hierarchical stratification of individuals in society based on factors such as income, occupation, education, and wealth. In relation to education, social class significantly influences access to resources, opportunities, and cultural capital.
When analyzing educational achievement, it is essential to understand how social class operates as a form of social stratification that perpetuates inequalities.Economic capital: Financial resources that affect access to quality education, private schooling, and extracurricular activities.Cultural capital: Non-financial social assets, including education,
intellect, and cultural knowledge, which influence academic success.Social capital: Networks of relationships and social connections that provide support and access to resources and opportunities.These forms of capital, introduced by sociologist Pierre Bourdieu, help explain how different social classes are positioned within the educational system
and how these positions impact students’ educational trajectories.Differential educational achievement refers to the variations in academic performance across different social classes. Students from higher social classes tend to outperform those from lower social classes, creating a persistent achievement gap. This gap can be understood through
various sociological lenses, including structural, cultural, and individual factors.Structural factors refer to the ways in which institutions, policies, and societal systems shape educational outcomes. These include:Funding disparities: Schools in affluent areas often receive more funding, leading to better facilities, resources, and teaching staff.Access to
early childhood education: Children from wealthier families are more likely to attend high-quality preschools, giving them an academic advantage before entering formal education.Segregation by neighborhood: Residential segregation often results in class-based school segregation, where schools in poorer areas may lack resources and experience
lower academic performance.The structural aspects of educational inequality highlight how systemic factors outside of individual control can shape educational outcomes and opportunities.Cultural factors refer to the norms, values, and attitudes that are transmitted through socialization and affect how individuals approach education. In the context
of social class, different cultural expectations about education play a critical role in shaping educational achievement.Middle-class values: Middle-class families tend to emphasize the importance of academic success, often having higher expectations for their children’s educational attainment.Working-class values: Working-class families may prioritize
immediate economic needs over long-term educational goals, which can affect children’s aspirations and performance.Parental involvement: Middle- and upper-class parents are often more involved in their children’s education, providing additional support through homework help, extracurricular activities, and advocacy within schools.These cultural
dynamics contribute to class-based differences in educational outcomes, with middle- and upper-class students more likely to internalize values that align with academic success.While structural and cultural factors are significant, individual factors, such as student motivation, cognitive abilities, and personal aspirations, also play a role in educational
achievement. However, even these seemingly individual factors are shaped by broader social class dynamics.Student motivation: Students from higher social classes may be more motivated to succeed academically because they perceive education as a pathway to maintaining or improving their social status.Cognitive development: Access to resources
such as books, stimulating activities, and educational support can affect cognitive development, with middle- and upper-class children often benefiting from enriched learning environments.Aspirations and expectations: Social class influences students’ educational aspirations, with working-class students often experiencing lower expectations for their
future success due to societal and familial pressures. The impact of social class on educational attainment is profound, influencing access to quality early childhood education, primary and secondary schooling, and higher education opportunities.Children from higher socioeconomic backgrounds benefit from greater access to educational resources,
parental support, and cultural capital, leading to higher academic achievement. In contrast, students from lower-income families face barriers such as underfunded schools, limited extracurricular activities, and financial constraints.Key factors like the digital divide, teacher expectations, and tracking further perpetuate class-based
inequalities.Addressing these issues through policy reforms, financial support, and equal access to resources is essential to breaking the cycle of educational inequality and promoting social mobility.In this article, we will explore the impact of social class on educational attainment. So, let’s get started!Social Class and EducationIn sociology, social
class refers to a group of people within a society who share similar socioeconomic status. This classification is typically based on factors such as wealth, income, education, occupation, and social networks.Social classes are often divided into categories like the upper class, middle class, and working class. These distinctions are important in
understanding social dynamics, as they influence individuals’ access to resources, opportunities, and power within a society.The concept of social class is central to many sociological theories and studies, particularly those examining social stratification and mobility.Social class affects various aspects of life, including health, education, and overall
quality of life. It also plays a significant role in shaping individuals’ identities and life chances.Sociologists study social class to understand how economic and social inequalities are produced and maintained, and how they impact individuals and groups within a society.Social Class and Educational AttainmentSocial class plays a significant role in
shaping educational outcomes. From early childhood through higher education, students’ socioeconomic backgrounds influence their access to resources, the quality of education they receive, and their overall academic achievement. The link between social class and educational attainment creates a cycle of inequality, as children from lower-income
families often face barriers that limit their educational opportunities, perpetuating social stratification across generations.The foundation for educational success is often built in early childhood, but access to quality early education is heavily influenced by social class. Wealthier families can afford high-quality preschool programs that provide rich
learning experiences and social development opportunities.In contrast, children from lower-income families may not have access to such programs, resulting in disparities in cognitive and social skills even before entering primary school. These early gaps set the stage for continued inequalities throughout their educational journey.Socioeconomic
status often determines the quality of primary and secondary education a child receives. Families in higher social classes can afford to live in neighborhoods with better-funded public schools or send their children to private schools with smaller class sizes, more experienced teachers, and more extracurricular opportunities. In contrast, children from
lower social classes frequently attend underfunded schools with fewer resources, larger class sizes, and less experienced teachers, which can hinder their academic progress and lower their educational aspirations.Parental education level is a key factor in a child’s educational success, closely tied to social class. Parents with higher levels of education
tend to place greater emphasis on academic achievement, have the resources to support learning at home, and are more involved in their children’s education. They can also navigate the education system more effectively, advocating for their children when necessary. On the other hand, parents from lower social classes may lack the knowledge, time,
or resources to provide the same level of academic support.Children from higher social classes have greater access to educational resources outside of school, such as private tutoring, enrichment programs, and extracurricular activities. These experiences not only enhance academic performance but also develop skills like critical thinking,
leadership, and creativity. In contrast, children from lower-income families may not have access to these supplementary resources, leading to a disparity in both academic performance and overall personal development.Educational expectations vary significantly based on social class. Middle- and upper-class families often have higher expectations for
their children’s educational attainment, including the expectation that they will attend college and pursue advanced degrees. These expectations are reinforced by the cultural capital within the family, such as exposure to books, discussions about college, and a belief in the value of education. For lower-income families, the focus may be on completing
high school and finding a job, rather than pursuing higher education, which can limit students’ aspirations.Cultural capital, or the non-financial social assets that contribute to social mobility, plays a crucial role in educational attainment. Families from higher social classes typically possess more cultural capital, such as familiarity with academic
norms, access to educational networks, and a strong understanding of how to navigate educational institutions. This cultural knowledge gives their children an advantage in school settings. Students from lower social classes may lack this cultural capital, leading to challenges in understanding academic expectations and succeeding in school
environments that prioritize middle- and upper-class norms.The cost of higher education presents a significant barrier for students from lower social classes. While wealthier families can often afford to pay for tuition, books, and other expenses without financial strain, students from lower-income families are more likely to face financial challenges,
which may deter them from attending college or force them to work while studying. The burden of student loans can also disproportionately affect low-income students, further limiting their ability to pursue advanced degrees and reducing their long-term financial stability.Tracking and streaming in schools, where students are placed in different
academic tracks based on their perceived ability, can reinforce class-based inequalities. Students from higher social classes are more likely to be placed in advanced or honors tracks, providing them with greater academic challenges and better preparation for college. In contrast, students from lower social classes may be placed in lower tracks,
which can limit their access to rigorous coursework and lower their expectations for academic success, perpetuating a cycle of lower attainment.In today’s increasingly digital world, access to technology is essential for educational success. However, there is a stark digital divide between students from different social classes. Wealthier students are
more likely to have access to computers, high-speed internet, and digital literacy training, giving them an edge in completing assignments and engaging with online educational tools. In contrast, students from lower-income families may lack access to these technologies, creating an additional barrier to academic success, particularly in remote or
hybrid learning environments.Teacher expectations can also be influenced by students’ social class, often unconsciously. Teachers may have lower expectations for students from lower-income backgrounds, which can negatively affect student performance and motivation. In contrast, students from higher social classes may receive more
encouragement and support from teachers, contributing to higher academic achievement. These biases can influence how students are treated in the classroom, the level of attention they receive, and their long-term academic outcomes.Peer influence and school culture play a significant role in shaping educational attainment. In schools serving
higher-income communities, academic success may be the norm, with students surrounded by peers who are motivated to achieve high academic standards. In contrast, in schools serving lower-income communities, the school culture may be less focused on academic achievement, and peer pressure may discourage students from pursuing higher
education or excelling academically. This difference in school culture reinforces class-based disparities in educational outcomes.College admissions processes often favor students from higher social classes. Wealthier families can afford test preparation services, private college counselors, and extracurricular activities that enhance college
applications. In addition, legacy admissions and donor influence at prestigious universities often benefit students from affluent backgrounds. On the other hand, students from lower-income families may face barriers such as a lack of guidance on navigating the application process, limited access to test preparation resources, and financial constraints
that make attending college seem unattainable.Even when students from lower social classes attend college, they are less likely to complete their degrees compared to their wealthier peers.Financial pressures, the need to work while studying, and a lack of academic support can contribute to higher dropout rates among low-income

students. Additionally, first-generation college students, who are more likely to come from lower social classes, often face challenges in adjusting to the academic and social demands of college, further affecting their retention and completion rates.The relationship between social class and educational attainment has long-term economic and social
implications. Individuals with higher levels of education generally have access to better job opportunities, higher incomes, and greater social mobility. In contrast, those with lower educational attainment often face limited job prospects, lower wages, and greater financial insecurity, perpetuating the cycle of poverty. Addressing the class-based
barriers to educational attainment is crucial for promoting social mobility and reducing inequality.Read Here: The Impact of Social Stratification on Our SocietyTo break the cycle of educational inequality linked to social class, systemic changes are needed at multiple levels. Policies that address funding disparities between schools, provide financial
support for low-income students, and promote equal access to educational resources are essential. Additionally, efforts to challenge cultural norms, raise teacher expectations, and improve access to higher education for students from lower social classes can help level the playing field. Only through comprehensive and sustained efforts can the impact
of social class on educational attainment be reduced, leading to greater social equity and mobility.Read Here: The Impact of Income Inequality on Social Mobility In every classroom, students come from a variety of backgrounds, each bringing their own experiences, values, and resources into the learning environment. One of the most significant
factors shaping a student’s educational journey is their social class. Social class influences many aspects of a child’s life, from how they are raised to the types of resources available to them. This, in turn, affects their academic success and opportunities. In this blog, we’ll explore how social class impacts educational socialization and achievement,
drawing on theories of material and cultural disadvantage, parental involvement, and the role of cultural capital in shaping educational outcomes. Table of Contents Social class refers to the hierarchical divisions in society based on factors such as income, education, occupation, and wealth. These divisions influence many areas of life, including the
opportunities and challenges that individuals face in their educational journeys. Social class plays a crucial role in shaping the ways in which children are socialized and prepared for school, influencing their attitudes towards learning, their access to resources, and the expectations placed on them by parents, teachers, and society at large. In
educational settings, the impact of social class can be seen in a variety of ways. For example, children from lower social classes may face disadvantages when it comes to accessing educational resources, such as books, tutoring, or extracurricular activities. They may also experience differences in parenting practices that influence their academic
readiness and performance. In contrast, children from wealthier social classes may have more opportunities and support to succeed academically. Let’s break down these influences to understand the complex relationship between social class and education. The role of child-rearing practices in educational outcomes Child-rearing practices are deeply
shaped by social class. These practices, which include the ways parents interact with their children, set expectations, and provide resources, play a key role in a child’s academic socialization. Researchers have found that middle and upper-class parents are more likely to engage in practices that promote academic success, such as reading to their
children, fostering curiosity, and encouraging independent thinking. In contrast, lower-class parents may face more financial stress, time constraints, and limited access to educational resources, which can influence their parenting style and involvement in their child’s education. One important distinction in child-rearing practices is the difference
between authoritative and authoritarian parenting styles. Authoritative parents, often found in middle and upper-class families, tend to be more supportive, responsive, and involved in their children’s education. They encourage open communication, set high expectations, and provide emotional and academic support. This style of parenting has been
linked to better educational outcomes, as children are more likely to feel confident, motivated, and capable in their learning. On the other hand, authoritarian parents, often associated with working-class families, tend to have a more strict, control-oriented approach. While these parents may prioritize discipline and respect, their approach can
sometimes limit the child’s autonomy and self-esteem. Children raised in these environments may struggle with expressing themselves or advocating for their academic needs, which can affect their performance in school. Economic stress and its impact on child-rearing Another crucial factor is the level of economic stress that parents experience.
Families living in poverty or lower social classes may face significant challenges, including financial instability, unemployment, and poor housing conditions. These stresses can limit parents’ ability to provide educational support or engage in enriching activities with their children. For instance, parents in lower-income households may not have the
time, energy, or resources to help their children with schoolwork, attend parent-teacher conferences, or provide access to educational materials like books and technology. Language use and social class Language plays a fundamental role in education, as it is the primary medium through which children learn, communicate, and interact with teachers
and peers. Social class influences language use in significant ways, which can affect educational achievement. Children from higher social classes often have more exposure to language-rich environments, which enhances their vocabulary, communication skills, and ability to engage with academic content. Cultural capital and its role in language
acquisition Cultural capital refers to the knowledge, skills, behaviors, and educational resources that individuals acquire through their social and cultural experiences. This concept, popularized by sociologist Pierre Bourdieu, suggests that children from wealthier families are often socialized into behaviors and language that align with the expectations
of the educational system. For instance, children from middle and upper-class backgrounds are more likely to be exposed to formal language, sophisticated vocabulary, and complex sentence structures in their homes. This gives them a head start in school, as they are better able to understand and engage with academic language. In contrast, children
from working-class or low-income families may not have the same exposure to academic language. They may use informal or colloquial language at home, which may not align with the language used in the classroom. This can create a gap in language proficiency, affecting their ability to succeed in school. Teachers may misinterpret these differences
as a lack of intelligence or motivation, leading to lower expectations for students from disadvantaged backgrounds. This phenomenon is often referred to as the “language gap” and highlights the ways in which social class impacts language development and educational achievement. Parental encouragement and involvement Parental involvement is
one of the most important factors influencing a child’s academic success. Research shows that children whose parents are actively engaged in their education tend to perform better in school. However, the level of parental involvement is often shaped by social class. Parents from higher social classes are more likely to be able to afford the time and
resources necessary to be involved in their children’s education. They may attend school events, help with homework, and advocate for their child’s needs. In contrast, parents from lower social classes may struggle to provide the same level of support due to factors such as long working hours, financial strain, or lack of education themselves.
Educational aspirations and parental expectations Parental expectations and aspirations play a key role in shaping a child’s attitude toward education. Children whose parents expect them to succeed academically and attend college are more likely to develop high educational aspirations themselves. In middle and upper-class families, it is often
expected that children will pursue higher education, and parents actively encourage their children to achieve this goal. This creates a positive feedback loop, where the child’s educational aspirations align with their parents’ expectations, leading to greater academic success. However, in lower-income families, parents may have lower educational
aspirations for their children, not because they lack hope but because they may perceive education as less accessible or relevant to their child’s future. Additionally, working-class parents may be more focused on immediate financial needs and may not see the long-term benefits of higher education. This can limit the child’s sense of possibility and
ambition, affecting their academic achievement. Theories of material and cultural disadvantage To understand the impact of social class on education, we need to consider two key theories: material disadvantage and cultural disadvantage. Both theories explain how the lack of resources and the limited access to cultural capital can hinder educational
achievement among lower-class children. Material disadvantage Material disadvantage refers to the lack of physical and economic resources available to families from lower social classes. This includes factors such as poor housing, inadequate nutrition, limited access to books and technology, and financial insecurity. These material factors can have a
direct impact on a child’s ability to succeed in school. For example, children who live in overcrowded or unsafe homes may struggle to focus on their studies or complete homework. Similarly, children from lower-income families may not have access to extracurricular activities, tutoring, or other resources that could enhance their learning. Cultural
disadvantage Cultural disadvantage, on the other hand, refers to the lack of access to the knowledge, skills, and behaviors that are valued by the educational system. As mentioned earlier, children from wealthier families are often exposed to cultural practices and language that align with academic expectations. In contrast, children from lower social
classes may not have the same exposure to these practices. This creates a “cultural mismatch” between the child’s home environment and the school environment, which can result in lower academic performance and limited opportunities for success. Conclusion The impact of social class on educational socialization and achievement is profound and
far-reaching. From differences in child-rearing practices and language use to varying levels of parental involvement and access to resources, social class plays a significant role in shaping a child’s educational experience. The theories of material and cultural disadvantage help us understand why students from lower social classes often face greater
challenges in achieving academic success. By addressing these disparities and providing support to disadvantaged children, we can work towards creating a more equitable educational system that ensures all students, regardless of their social class, have the opportunity to succeed. What do you think? How do you think we can create a more
equitable education system that addresses the effects of social class on educational achievement? Can changes in policy or teaching strategies help bridge the gap between different social classes?
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