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INTRODUCTION

Parents, politicians, and educational policy makers share the belief that a
"good education" is the meal ticket. It will unlock the door to economic
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opportunity and thus enable disadvantaged groups or individuals to improve
their lot dramatically.! This belief is one of the assumptions that has long been
part of the American Dream. According to the putative dominant ideology,
the United States is basically a meritocracy in which hard work and individual
effort are rewarded, especialy in financia terms.? Related to this central be-
lief are a series of culturally enshrined misconceptions about poverty and
wealth. The centra one is that poverty and wealth are the result of individual
inadequacies or strengths rather than the results of the distributive mecha
nisms of the capitalist economy. A second misconception is the belief that
everyone is the master of her or his own fate. The dominant ideology assumes
that American society is open and competitive, a place where an individua's
status depends on talent and motivation, not inherited position, connections,
or privileges linked to ascriptive characteristics like gender or race. To com-
pete fairly, everyone must have access to education free of the fetters of fam-
ily background, gender, and race. Since the middle of this century, thereform
policies of the federal government have been designed, at least officidly, to
enhance individuals opportunities to acquire education. The question we will
explorein this essay iswhether expanding educationa opportunity is enough
to reduce the inequalities of race, socia class, and gender which continue to
characterize U.S. society.

We begin by discussing some of the major educational policies and pro-
grams of the past forty-five years that sought to reduce socia inequality
through expanding equality of educational opportunity. This discussion high-
lights the success and failures of programs such as school desegregation, com-
pensatory education, Tide I1X, and job training. We then focus on the barri-
ersthese programsfacein actually reducing socid inequality. Our pointisthat
inequality is so deeply rooted in the structure and operation of the U.S. polit-
icd economy, that, at best, educational reforms can play only alimited rolein
ameliorating such inequality. In fact, there is considerable evidence that indi-
cates that, for poor and many minority children, education helpslegitimate, if
not actually reproduce, significant aspects of socia inequality in their lives
Findly, we speculate about education's potential role in individual and socia
transformation.

Firgt, it is necessary to distinguish among equdlity, equality of opportu-
nity, and equality of educational opportunity. The term equality has been the
subject of extensive scholarly and political debate, much of which is beyond
the scope of this essay. Most Americans reject equality of life conditions as a
godl, becauseit would require afundamental transformation of our basic eco-
nomic and poalitical institutions, a scenario most are unwilling to accept. As
Ralph Waldo Emerson put it, "The genius of our country has worked out our
true policy—opportunity.”

The digtinction between equality of opportunity and equality of outcome
isimportant. Through this country's history, equality has most typically been

understood in the former way. Rather than a call for the equal distribution oi
money, property, or many other social goods, the concern over equality has
been with equa opportunity in pursuit of these goods. In the words of
Jennifer Hochschild, "So long as we live in a democratic capitalist society—
that is, so long as we maintain the forma promise of political and socid equal-
ity while encouraging the practice of economic inequality—we need theidea
of equal opportunity to bridge that otherwise unacceptable contradiction."*
To use a current metaphor: If life is a game, the playing field must be levd; if
lifeisarace, the starting line must be in the same place for everyone. For the
playing field to be level, many believe education is crucia because it gives
individuals the wherewitha to compete in the allegedly meritocratic system,
hi America, then, equalityisreally understood to mean equality of opportunity,
which itself hinges on equality ofeducational opportunity.

THE SPOITY RECORD OF FEDERAL
EDUCATI ONAL REFORIVS

In the past [fifty] years, a series of educational reforms initiated at the na-
tional level has been introduced into loca school systems. All of the reforms
aimed to move education closer to the ideal of equality of educationa oppor-
tunity. Here we discuss severa of these reforms, and how the concept of
equality of educational opportunity has evolved. Given the importance of race
and racism in U.S. history, many of the federal education policies during this

period attempted to redress the most egregious forms of inequality based
onrace.

School Desegregation

Although American society has long claimed to be based on equality of op-
portunity, the history of race relations suggests the opposite. Perhaps the
most influential early discussion of this disparity was Gunnar Myrdal's An
American Dilemma, published in 1944. The book vividly exposed the contra-
dictions between the ethos of freedom, justice, equality of opportunity and
the actual experiences of African Americans in the United States.”

The links among desegregation, expanded educational opportunity, and
the larger issue of equality of opportunity are very clear from the history of
the desegregation movement. This movement, whose first phase culminated
in the 1954 Brown decision outlawing dejure segregation in school, was the
first orchestrated attempt in U.S. history to directly address inequality of ed-
ucational opportunity. The NAACP grategically chose school segregation to
be the camdl's nose under the tent of theJim Crow (segregated) society. That
one of the nation's foremost civil rights organizations saw the attack on
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segregated schools as the opening salvo in the battle against society-wide in-
equality is apowerful example of the American belief that education has apiv-
ota role in promoting equality of opportunity.

Has desegregation succeeded? This is really three questions. First, to
what extent are the nation's schools desegregated? Second, have desegrega
tion efforts enhanced students academic outcomes? Third, what are thelong-
term outcomes of desegregated educational experiences?

Since 1934, progress toward the desegregation of the nation's public
schools has been uneven and limited. Blacks experienced little progressin de-
segregation until the mid-1960s when, in response to the civil rights move-
ment, aseries of federal laws, executive actions, and judicial decisons resulted
in significant gains, especidly in the South. Progress continued until 1988,
when the effects of a series of federal court decisons and variouslocd and na-
tional political developments precipitated marked trends toward the reseg-
regation of Black students. Nationally, in 1994-1995, 33 percent of Black
students attended mgjority White schools compared with the approximately
37 percent who attended majority White schools for much of the 1980s°

Higtoricaly, Latinos were relatively less segregated than African Amer-
icans. However, from the mid-1960s to the mid-1990s there was a steady
increase in the percentage of the Latino students who attended segregated
schools. As aresult, education for Latinos is now more segregated than it is
for Blacks.

Given the long history of legalized segregation in the south, it isironic
that the South's school systems are now generdly the country’'s most desegre-
gated, while those in the northeast are the most intensely segregated. How-
ever, even desegregated schools are often resegregated at the dlassroom leve
by tracking or ability grouping. There is a strong relationship between race
and socid dass, and racid isolation is often an outgrowth of residentia seg-
regation and socioeconomic background.

Has desegregation helped to equdize educational outcomes? A better
question might be which desegregation programs under what circumstances
accomplish which goads? Evidence from recent desegregation research sug-
gedis that, overdl, children benefit academically and socialy from well-run
programs. Black students enjoy modest academic gains, while the academic
achievement of White childrenis not hurt, and in some casesis helped, by de-
segregation. In school systems which have undergone desegregation efforts,
the racia gap in educational outcomes has generaly been reduced, but not
diminated.

More important than short-term academic gains are the long-term con-
sequence of desegregation for Black students. Compared to those who at-
tended racidly isolated schools, Black adults who experienced desegregated
education as children are more likely to attend multiracial colleges and
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graduate from them, work in higher-status jobs, live in integrated neighbor-
hoods, assess their abilities more redigtically when choosing an occupation,
and to report interracial friendships.®

Despite these modest, but positive, outcomes, in the last decade of the
twentieth century, most American children attend school s segregated by race,
ethnicity, and socid dass. Consequently, [fifty] years of officia federa inter-
ventions aimed at achieving equality of educational opportunity through
school desegregation have only made small steps toward achieving that god;
children from different race and class backgrounds continue to receive segre-
gated and, in many respects, unequal educations. . ..

TitlelX

Title IX of the 1972 Higher Education Act is the primary federa law pro-
hibiting sex discrimination in education. It states, "No person in the United
States shdll, on the basis of sex, be excluded from participation in, be denied
benefit of, or be subjected to discrimination under any program or activity re-
ceiving Federd financia assstance.”" Until Title IX's passage, gender inequal-
ity in educational opportunity received minima legidative attention. The act
mandates gender equality of treatment in admission, courses, financial ad,
counsdling services, employment, and athletics.

The effect of Tide IX upon college athletics has been especialy contro-
versa. While women congtitute 53 percent of undergraduates, they are only
37 percent of college athletes. Thisis undoubtedly due to the complex inter-
action between indtitutional practices and gender-role socidization over the
life course. Certainly, the fact that the vast majority of colleges spend much
more money on recruiting and scholarships for male athletes contributes to
thedisparities.

In spring 1997, the U.S. Supreme Court refused to review alower court's
ruling in Brown v. Cohen that states in essence that Tide 1X requires uni-
versitiesto provide equal athletic opportunities for male and femal e students
regardless of cogt. Courts have generdly upheld the following three-pronged
test for compliance: (1) the percentage of athletes who are females should
reflect the percentage of students who are femae; (2) there must be a con-
tinuous record of expanding athletic opportunities for females athletes; and
(3) schools must accommodate the athletic interests and abilities of femae
students. As of the ruling, very few universities were in compliance with
thelaw.

Gender discrimination exigts in other areas of education where it takes a
variety of forms. For example, in K-12 education official curricular materias
frequendy feature a preponderance of male characters. Mae and female char-
acters typicdly exhibit traditional gender roles. Vocational education at the



high school and college level remains gender-segregated to some degree.
School administrators at al levels are overwhelmingly male although most
teachersin elementary and secondary schools are female. In higher education,
the situation is more complex. Faculty women in academia are found dispro-
portionately in the lower ranks, are less likely to be promoted, and continue
to earn less than their male colleagues.

Like the laws and policies aimed at eliminating race differencesin school
processes and outcomes, those designed to eliminate gender differencesin ed-
ucational opportunities have, at best, only narrowed them. Access to educa
tional opportunity in the United States remains unequal for people of differ-
ent gender, race, ethnic, and socioeconomic backgrounds.

EQUALITY OF EDUCATIONAL OPPORTUNITY
AND EQUALITY OF INCOME

Despite the failures of ... many programs to eliminate the inequality of ed-
ucational opportunity over the past 45 years, there is one indicator of sub-
dantid progress: measured in median years, the gap in educationa attainment
between Blacks and Whites, and between males and females, has dl but dis-
appeared. In 1997, the median educational attainment of most groups was
dightly more than twelve years. In the 1940s, by contrast, White males and
females had amedian educational attainment of just under nineyears, African
American males about fiveyears, and African American women about Six.

However, the main god of educational reform is not merely to give all
groups the opportunity to receive the same quality and quantity of education.
According to the dominant ideology, the ultimate goa of these reforms is to
provide equal educational opportunity in order to facilitate equal access to
jobs, housing, and various other aspects of the American dream. It thus be-
comes crucia to examine whether the virtual elimination of the gap in educa
tional attainment has been accompanied by a comparable decrease in other
measures of inequality.

Of the various ways inequality can be measured, income is one of the
most useful. Much of a person's social standing and access to the good things
in life depends on his or her income.” Unfortunately, the dramatic progressin
narrowing the gap in educational attainment has not been matched by a com-
parable narrowing of the gap in income inequality. Median individual earn-
ings by race and gender indicate that White men till earn significantly more
than any other group. Black men trail White men, and al women earn
significantly lessthan al men. Even when occupation, experience, and leve of
education are controlled, women earn less than men, and Black men earn less
than White men. It is only Black and White women with comparable educa-
tional credentials in similar jobs who earn about the same.

The discrepancy between the near eimination of the gap in median edu-
cationa attainment and the ongoing gaps in median income is further evi-
dence that addressing the inequality of educational opportunity iswoefully in-
sufficient for addressing broader sources of inequality throughout society.

This discrepancy can be explained by the nature of the U.S. politica
economy. The main cause of income inequdlity is the structure and opera-
tion of U.S. capitalism, a set of ingtitutions which scarcely have been affected
by the educational reforms discussed earlier. Grester equdity of educational
opportunity has not led to a corresponding decrease in income inequality
because educationa reforms do not create more good-paying jobs, affect
gender-segregated and racialy segmented occupational structures, or limit
the mohility of capital either between regions of the country or between the
United States and other countries. For example, no matter how good an edu-
cation White working-class or minority youth may receive, it does nothing to
dter the fact that thousands of relatively good paying manufacturing jobs
have left northern inner cities for northern suburbs, the sunbelt, or foreign
countries.

Many argue that numerous service jobs remain or that new manufactur-
ing positions have been created in the wake of this capital flight. But these pay
less than the departed manufacturing jobs, are often part-time or temporary,
and frequently do not provide benefits. Even middle-class youth are begin-
ning to fear the nature of the jobs which await them once they complete their
formal education. Without changes in the structure and operation of the cap-
italist economy, educational reforms aone cannot markedly improve the so-
cial and economic position of disadvantaged groups. This is the primary rea-
son that educational reforms do little to affect the gross socid inequalities that
inspired them in the first place.

BEYOND ATTAINMENT: THE PERSISTENCE
OF EDUCATIONAL INEQUALITY

Educationa reforms have not led to greater overdl equdity for severad addi-
tional reasons. While race and gender gaps in educational attainment have
narrowed considerably, educational achievement remains highly differenti-
ated by socid class, gender, and race. Many aspects of school processes and
auricular content are deeply connected to race, socid class, and gender in-
equality. But gross measures of educational outputs, such as median years of
schooling completed, mask these indicators of inequality.

Not al educational experiences are dike. Four years of public high school
in Beverly Hills are quite different from four years in an inner-city school.
Family background, race, and gender have a great ded to do with whether a
person goes to college and which ingtitution of higher education she or he



atends. The more privileged the background, the more likely a person is to
attend an dlite private university.

For example, according to Jacobs, women trail men dightly in represen-
tation in high status ingtitutions of higher education because women are less
likely to attend engineering programs and are more likely to be part-time stu-
dents (who are themselves more likely to attend lower status institutions such
as community colleges). Gender segregation in fields of study remains
marked, with women less likely than men to study in scientific and mathe-
matical fields. Furthermore, there is substantial race and ethnic segregation
between ingtitutions of higher education. Asian-Americans and Latinos are
more segregated from Whites than are African-Americans. Whites and
Asian-Americans are more likely to attend higher status universities than are
African-Americans and Latinos®

These patterns of race and gender segregation in higher education have
direct implications for gender and race gaps in occupational and income at-
tainment. Math and science degree recipients are more likely to obtain more
lucrative jobs. A degree from a state collegeis not as competitive as one from
an dite private university. Part of the advantage of attending more prestigious
schools comes from the socia networks to which a person has access and
canjoain.

Another example of persistent inequality of educational opportunity is
credential inflation. Even though women, minorities, and members of the
working class now obtain higher levels of education than they did before,
members of more privileged socia groups gain even higher levels of educa-
tion. At the same time, the educational requirements for the best jobs (those
with the highest salaries, benefits, agreeable working conditions, autonomy,
responsibility) are growing. Those with the most education from the best
schools tend to be the top candidates for the best jobs. Because people from
more privileged backgrounds are amost always in a better position to gain
these desirable educational credentials, members of the working class,
women, and minorities are dill at a competitive disadvantage. Due to the dy-
namics of credentia inflation, educational requirements previously necessary
for the better jobs and now within the reach of many dispossessed groups are
inadequate and insufficient in today's labor market. The credential inflation
process keepsthe already privileged one step (educational credentia) ahead of
the rest of the job seekers’

One additional aspect of the persistent inequalities in educational oppor-
tunities concerns what sociologists of education cal the hidden curriculum.
This concept refers to two separate but related processes. The firgt is that the
content and process of education differ for children according to their race,
gender, and class. The second isthat these differences reflect and thus help re-
produce the inequalities based on race, gender, and class that characterize
U.S. society as awhole.

One aspect of the hidden curriculum is the formal curriculum'’s ideolog-
ical content. Anyon's work on U.S. history texts demonstrates that children
from more privileged backgrounds are more likely to be exposed to rich, so-
phisticated, and complex materials than are their working-class counter-
parts.’® Another aspect of the hidden curriculum concerns the socia organi-
zation of the school and the classroom. Some hidden curriculum theorists
suggest that tracking, ability grouping, and conventional teacher-centered
classroom interactions contribute to the reproduction of the socia relations
of production at the workplace. Lower-track classrooms are disproportion-
ately filled with working-class and minority students. Studentsin lower tracks
are more likely than those in higher tracks to be assigned repetitive exercises
with low levels of cognitive challenge. Lower-track students are likely to work
individually and to lack classroom experience with problem solving or other
independent, creative activities. Such activities are more conducive to prepar-
ing students for working-classjobs than for professional and managerial posi-
tions. Correspondence principle theorists argue that educational experiences
from preschool to high school are designed to differentially prepare students
for their ultimate positions in the work force, and that a student's placement
in various school programsis strongly related to her or his race and class ori-
gin. Critics charge that the correspondence principle has been applied in too
deterministic and mechanical a fashion. Evidence abounds of student resis-
tanceto class, gender, and race differentiated education.™ Thisisundoubtedly
why so many students drop out or graduate from high school with minimal
levels of literacy and formal skills. Nonetheless, hidden curriculum theory of-
fers a compelling contribution to explanations of how and why school pro-
and outcomes are so markedly different according to the race, gender,
and socia class of students.

CONCLUSION

Inthis[essay] wehave argued that educational reforms alone cannot reducein-
equality. Nevertheless, education remainsimportant to any struggle to reduce
inequality. Moreover, education is more than a meal ticket; it isintrinscally
worthwhile and crucialy important for the surviva of democratic society.
Many of the programs discussed in this essay contribute to the enhancement
of individuals' cognitive growth and thus promote important nonsexist, non-
racist attitudes and practices. Many of these programs aso make schools
somewhat more humane places for adults and children. Furthermore, edu-
cation, even reformist liberal education, contains the seeds of individual and
social transformation. Those of us committed to the struggle against inequal -
ity cannot be paralyzed by the structural barriers that make it impossible for



education to diminate inequality. We must ook upon the schools as arenas of
struggle againgt race, gender, and socia class inequality.
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