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This book tells the story of one secondary school and its community of students, 
teachers and parents. It is a community that is positioned at the ‘back of the field’, not 
simply because of its location in a relatively isolated region of Australia, although 
that has its own drawbacks, and not just because of its depressed economy. The 
story is also about the cultural aspects of doing school in a disadvantaged commu-
nity, a community that is ‘without’ on a range of social and economic indicators and 
which impact on students’ capacities to aspire (Appadurai, 2004). By comparison, 
the ‘better off’ have:

a more complex experience of the relation between a wide range of ends and means … a 
bigger stock of available experiences of the relationship of aspirations and outcomes … a 
better position to explore and harvest diverse experiences of exploration and trial … [and] 
many opportunities to link material goods and immediate opportunities to more general and 
generic possibilities and options. (Appadurai, 2004, p. 68)

In thinking about advantage and disadvantage in this way, we offer a somewhat dif-
ferent perspective from the norm on what it means to ‘do school’, particularly in the 
way that disadvantage is reproduced for marginalised students. It also provides us 
with a position from which to explore opportunities or spaces for agency to generate 
alternatives.

We approach this task through the examination of a specific context with specific 
needs. The community in which the school is located is characterised by high levels 
of unemployment, high welfare dependency�, a significant Indigenous population 
and teacher transience. Yet, in Western nations there are increasing numbers of com-
munities and schools in similar circumstances. Crimson Brook Secondary College 
(the pseudonym that is used for the school throughout) provides a window through 
which to explore the possibilities and opportunities of schooling in these disad-
vantaged communities more generally. Historically, schools have been involved 

�  The term ‘welfare dependency’ has been used throughout this book consciously but with caution. 
We recognise that this is a contentious term and do not wish to subscribe to deficit explanations 
of individuals who are recipients of unemployment benefits. We use the term to illustrate the way 
that reliance on government funding for their day to day existence is thrust upon members of the 
Crimson Brook community due to the precarious nature of employment. This is not necessarily a 
reliance that they would choose for themselves. See Chaps. 3 and 7 for further discussion.

C. Mills, T. Gale, Schooling in Disadvantaged Communities,  
DOI 10.1007/978-90-481-3344-4_1, © Springer Science+Business Media B.V. 2010

Chapter 1
Locating the Research



�

in the business of reproducing social inequalities, tending to “connect best with, 
and work best for, students of middle-class, Anglo, male backgrounds” (Ladwig & 
Gore, 1998, p. 19). With their reduced access to the cultural capital of the dominant, 
marginalised students are at a disadvantage in the classroom, suffering educational 
repercussions for having a cultural capital that is in the wrong currency (Gewirtz, 
Ball, & Bowe, 1995).

In Schooling in disadvantaged communities: Playing the game from the back 
of the field we explore this reproduction—but also the possibility of transforma-
tion—in the context of schooling and particularly in ‘disadvantaged’ schools. We 
contend that teachers, parents and students themselves are all involved in the game 
of reproducing disadvantage in schooling, but similarly, they can play a part in 
opening up opportunities for change to enhance learning for marginalised students. 
Rather than only attempting to transform students, teachers should be also be con-
cerned to transform schooling; to provide educational opportunities that transform 
the life experiences of and open up opportunities for all young people, especially 
those disadvantaged by poverty and marginalised by difference (Lingard, Hayes, 
Mills, & Christie, 2003).

In laying out this ambition, the book draws upon the theoretical constructs of 
Pierre Bourdieu and his significant contributions to understanding the role that 
school systems play in reproducing social and cultural inequalities through the hid-
den linkages between scholastic aptitude and cultural heritage (Bourdieu, 1998b). 
As an instrument of reproduction capable of disguising its own function, the edu-
cational system is an example of institutional symbolic violence exercised by the 
dominant over the dominated under a cloak of legitimacy. In contemporary Western 
societies wedded to democratic ideologies of equality of opportunity and merito-
cratic achievement, the hereditary transmission of power and privilege is frowned 
upon. Yet schools have become artefacts of the dominant social and cultural faction 
(Harker, 1990), sharing the task of reproduction with families unequally endowed 
with the legitimate cultural capital and the disposition to make use of it (Bourdieu 
& Passeron, 1990). Indeed:

among all the solutions put forward throughout history to the problem of the transmission 
of power and privileges, there surely does not exist one that is better concealed, and there-
fore better adapted to societies which tend to refuse the most patent forms of the hereditary 
transmission of power and privileges, than that solution which the educational system pro-
vides by contributing to the reproduction of the structure of class relations and by conceal-
ing, by an apparently neutral attitude, the fact that it fills this function. (Bourdieu, 1973, 
p. 72)

It is the illusion of the absolute autonomy of the educational system that enables it 
to serve external demands—the interests of the dominant classes—“under the guise 
of independence and neutrality … to conceal the social functions it performs and 
so to perform them more effectively” (Bourdieu & Passeron, 1990, pp. 177–178). 
This illusion is intensified in state educational systems by the fact that “education 
is not paid for directly: it appears to have the open access of being ‘free’. The work 
which teachers do therefore appears as ‘disinterested’ and motivated solely by ide-
als of education and learning” (Jenkins, 2002, p. 109). Its function of “conserving 
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‘the social order’ [is] so perfect that its dependence on the objective interests of the 
dominant classes [can] remain unnoticed in the happy unconsciousness of elective 
affinities” (Bourdieu & Passeron, 1990, pp. 197–198).

It is familiarity that prevents us from seeing that which is concealed in the achieve-
ments of the school institution (Bourdieu, 1998b). The unmasking of this cultural 
privilege “destroys the justificatory ideology which enables the privileged classes, 
the main users of the educational system, to see their success as the confirmation 
of natural, personal gifts” (Bourdieu & Passeron, 1979, p. 71), thus challenging the 
principle on which the system is based. Bourdieu enables us to do this, to understand 
how it is that this system of reproduction of advantage and disadvantage works.

A secondary function of the book, then, is to stimulate understanding of the 
work of Bourdieu and a Bourdieuian research methodology which “simultaneously 
straddle[s] disciplinary, theoretical, and methodological divides … [and] theoreti-
cally, stand[s] at the confluence of intellectual streams that academic traditions have 
typically construed as discordant or incompatible” (Wacquant, 1998, p. 218). This 
work first came to be known to many educationalists in the English speaking world 
in 1977 via the publication of the translation of Reproduction in Education, Society 
and Culture. Although Bourdieu has made significant contributions to understand-
ing the role that schools and school systems play in reproducing social and cultural 
inequalities through the hidden linkages between scholastic aptitude and cultural 
heritage (Bourdieu, 1998b), the work is still widely misunderstood and attracts 
fierce criticism for apparently mechanistic notions of power and domination, an 
overly determined view of human agency, and the oversimplification of class cul-
tures and their relationships to each other (Giroux, 1983). According to his crit-
ics, Bourdieu’s theory leaves no room for notions like resistance. In their view, his 
world is far more reproductive than transformative; his social universe “ultimately 
remains one in which things happen to people, rather than a world in which they can 
intervene in their individual and collective destinies” (Jenkins, 2002, p. 91).

While Bourdieu has often been (mis)represented as a determinist, we see trans-
formative potential in his theoretical constructs and suggest that it is possible for 
schools—such as Crimson Brook Secondary College—to be more than reproduc-
ers of society, even within the changing economic, political and cultural context in 
which schooling now takes place. We make the case that Bourdieu is a socially criti-
cal and post-structural theorist who is concerned that schooling reproduces society 
but confident that by destroying the myths that cloak the exercise of power and 
the perpetuation of domination (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992), we can also work 
towards transforming it. Offering an alternative reading of Bourdieu’s work, the 
book draws together three major areas of contribution to this theme of transforma-
tion; first, characterising Bourdieu’s notion of habitus (often criticised as too deter-
ministic) as constituted by reproductive and transformative traits and considering 
the possibilities for the restructuring of students’ habitus. Secondly, our discussion 
of cultural capital suggests that teachers can draw upon a variety of cultural capitals 
to act as agents of transformation rather than reproduction. And thirdly, we argue for 
the necessity of a transformation of the field to improve the educational outcomes 
of marginalised students.

Locating the Research
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These are the broad theoretical, methodological and empirical issues that are 
explored in this book through the context of one community. We introduce the com-
munity below.

An Introduction to Crimson Brook and the Research

As noted above, the unit of our analysis is Crimson Brook Secondary College and 
its students, and their particular location in an economically depressed Australian 
rural town and community. The town was established early in the twentieth cen-
tury to service the local mine, which closed around a decade ago. Reputed to have 
been the richest mine of its type in the world, its success extended far beyond the 
community, with its wealth also stimulating the growth of nearby regional towns. 
Having provided work for tens of thousands over its lifetime, the economy of the 
town became dependent upon the continuance of mining. As a small district that had 
relied primarily on a single financial source, the long-term downturn of mining in 
this community has led to economic jeopardy. Since the mine’s closure, the com-
munity has experienced considerable economic depression and a high proportion of 
its residents are now unemployed.

Described at the time of our research as the most socio-economically disadvan-
taged town in its state, it has the state’s highest unemployment level (22.3%) and 
the nation’s fifth-highest ratio of welfare dependency: for every 100 wage and sal-
ary earners, there are 175 recipients of unemployment benefits, disability support, 
parenting payment or the age pension. Enrolments at the school vary between 220 
and 255 in any one year. There are 20 classroom teachers, 3 special education teach-
ers, and 4 senior staff (including the Principal). 75% of the schools’ students live in 
the town, the remainder are from surrounding rural areas. Approximately 28% have 
been identified as having learning difficulties and 2.4% have been ascertained as 
‘Intellectually Impaired’. There is also a significant Indigenous population (24% of 
students). The town is also characterised as a place of relocation for many uprooted 
and transient people—among other things, attracted by the inexpensive housing 
available in the area.

With reduced employment opportunities, fewer people have money to spend 
in the community and many small businesses have had to close as a result. The 
students are conscious of Crimson Brook’s economic vulnerability and know that 
it will be difficult to obtain employment there. Although educational qualifica-
tions are viewed by many as a proven way of accessing more secure, well-paid 
jobs offered by national labour markets (see, for example, Ainley & McKenzie, 
1999; McClelland, Macdonald, & MacDonald, 1998), in this town there tends 
to be disillusionment, especially among older students, about the real value of 
schooling, given the lack of employment opportunities in the community. Cor-
bett’s (2004, 2005) study of schooling in one Canadian coastal community in 
Nova Scotia reported similar scepticism about the uncertain economic payoff for 
formal education, particularly among young men, which helped him to explain 
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continuing high male dropout rates and local traditions of ambivalence and resist-
ance to schooling.

Like many disadvantaged schools, the school has difficulty attracting and retain-
ing high ability teachers, instead relying on a high turnover of often reluctant staff 
who are sent (or feel compelled) to fill positions unable to be resourced through 
teacher choice programs. Overlaying this is a general lack of experience of the 
entire staff. At the time of the research, the staff profile included four first year 
teachers, a Deputy Principal who had been in the position for ten weeks, and a Head 
of Department who was also a first year teacher. There are few mentors for staff 
other than the Principal and the second, slightly more experienced, Head of Depart-
ment, who was responsible for the induction program for first year staff.

To illustrate the case, we draw on data from 23 semi-structured individual inter
views with teachers, parents and students from the Crimson Brook Secondary 
College community. It is a purposive rather than a random sample; a mixture of 
teachers, parents and students differentiated by such attributes as gender, age, eth-
nicity, socio-economic status (SES), involvement in schooling, and levels of aca-
demic achievement. While the interviews were conducted over a fairly intense three 
month period, we worked closely with the school for approximately one year. After 
the completion of interviews, recordings were converted to textual form within 
word processing documents for ease of manipulation and discourse analysis was 
applied. School and community documents also formed part of the analysis. Results 
of the research were reported to the school.

With its heavy reliance on direct quotations and its intense interest in personal 
views and circumstances, it is not hard to imagine scenarios in case study research 
in which the identity of participants can only be thinly disguised. Even though all 
participants, schools and locations are anonymised, they are always potentially 
identifiable at least to those involved, if not to wider audiences. While we have 
indicated that the school is located within Australia, we have purposely withheld 
other information to preserve the anonymity of the school, its staff and students, 
and the community as a whole. In addition, differentiation between participants’ 
comments is indicated only by their position in the field (teacher, parent, student) 
and by number (for example, Teacher # 17).

The Growth of Inequalities in New Economic, Political  
and Cultural Contexts

The specific circumstances of Crimson Brook Secondary College are better under-
stood in conjunction with the growth in inequalities we are experiencing in new 
economic, political and cultural contexts. Young people are living out their lives in 
a changing social and economic world where ‘work’ is differently conceptualised. 
Employment is precarious and far from guaranteed; there has been a rise in the 
casualisation of jobs; unemployment is a reality; apprenticeships and job-training 
are difficult to obtain and there are less secure working conditions across Australia 

The Growth of Inequalities in New Economic, Political and Cultural Contexts
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generally (Alloway, Gilbert, Gilbert, & Muspratt, 2004; Alston, 2004). This has 
been exacerbated by the recent world economic contraction and in many cases, 
recession. While there are more young people in part-time than full-time employ-
ment, research suggests that this is not their preference, but they are constrained 
by the lack of demand in the youth labour market (Kenyon, Sercombe, Black, & 
Lhuede, 2001).

The challenges that are brought about by national and international trends in 
the economy and labour market restructuring that face all young people are even 
more pronounced for rural young people (Alloway et al., 2004; Black et al., 2000; 
Kenyon et al., 2001). Unemployment and welfare dependency outside metropolitan 
areas is higher and more prolonged, job opportunities are limited and often poorly 
paid and the youth jobs that have not disappeared have been casualised in the quest 
for a more flexible and cheaper labour force (Alston, 2004; Collits, 2000; Kenyon 
et al., 2001). While some areas of rural Australia enjoy low rates of unemploy-
ment, more have higher than average unemployment with few prospects for growth 
(Black et al., 2000).

This vulnerability is compounded by the educational disadvantage young people 
in regional Australia often experience—in access to schools and reasonable cur-
riculum choice, to a stable and capable teaching force, to higher education and 
Technical and Further Education (TAFE) programs, and to other training programs 
like apprenticeships and traineeships (Alloway et al., 2004; Kenyon et al., 2001). 
Together, these factors seem to suggest an abandonment of education by some rural 
young people because they see limited opportunities for employment at the end 
of their training (Black et al., 2000). This relatively low level of formal education 
translates into a “loss of skills for rural communities and the perpetuation of educa-
tional disadvantage of many rural areas” (Black et al., 2000, p. 40).

Rurality and low socio-economic status combine to produce increased educa-
tional disadvantage, prevailing against completion of schooling and entry to higher 
education and affecting the development of post-school aspirations and expecta-
tions of young people (Alloway et al., 2004; James et al., 1999). While socio-eco-
nomic factors impact heavily upon many young Australians, “for young adults in 
rural areas, financial issues emerge as a particularly powerful influence upon the 
construction of plans for the future” (Alloway et al., 2004, p. 58). These factors are 
serious inhibitors or barriers for some young people and their families and make 
it impossible for them to consider aspiring towards expensive pathways (Alloway 
et al., 2004; James et al., 1999).

Low SES and rural students are less likely to complete school, less likely to see 
higher education as relevant to life and employment, and more likely to be worried 
by the overall cost of university (James et al., 1999). Kenyon et al. (2001) point out 
that for many rural students, few of their family members have engaged in post-
compulsory education and even fewer have tertiary qualifications. This implies that 
they may have few role models in their communities who emphasise the impor-
tance, benefits and value of such education (Kenyon et al., 2001).

Gender is also an important influence in the formation of young people’s aspira-
tions and expectations. For many young men and women in rural communities, it 
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is difficult to construct aspirations that move beyond the gendered stereotypes and 
conservative values of the communities within which they live (Alloway et al., 
2004; Corbett, 2004). Alloway and Gilbert (2004), for instance, have documented 
the traditional masculinist stances of rural young men in regional North Queens-
land, Australia. These men regard higher education as non-masculine; getting a job 
and being financially independent are high on their list of desirable aspirations for 
the future, where extended ‘schooling’ time is not. Appadurai (2004) would explain 
this in terms of the uneven distribution of the capacity to aspire. As he explains, the 
better off you are (in terms of material resources), the more likely you are to have a 
bigger stock of available experiences, which places you in a better position to imag-
ine possibilities and options that you may not otherwise consider. Concomitantly, 
poorer members of society, precisely because of their lack of opportunities, have a 
more brittle horizon of aspirations.

While young women are more likely to choose higher education pathways than 
are young men, they are less likely to gain an apprenticeship, and more likely to 
be ‘trapped’ by a lack of employment opportunities; finding it far more difficult to 
obtain work that pays well and is relatively stable (Alloway et al., 2004; Alston, 
2004; Warner-Smith & Lee, 2001). Warner-Smith and Lee’s (2001) research also 
indicates that:

rural young women are more liable to be caught up in a developing female polarisation: 
between young women who have an interest in getting higher education, pursuing a career 
and deferring motherhood, and “young women who have not been particularly interested 
in school, or who see femininity as equated with demonstrable sexuality and motherhood 
and do not aspire to further education” (2001, p. 34). They have argued that young rural 
women are disproportionately represented in this latter group of women, and are therefore 
at risk of being locked into the secondary labour market or out of the work force. (Alloway 
et al., 2004, p. 52)

The impact of ethnicity and race also needs to be considered. Without doubt Indig-
enous Australians (Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people) constitute the most 
disadvantaged and least privileged section of the Australian population. In com-
parison to non-Indigenous Australians, they are less likely to complete compulsory 
and post-compulsory schooling, less likely to participate in higher education and 
training, and more likely to be unemployed (Alloway et al., 2004; Bowser, Danaher, 
& Somasundaram, 2007; Kenyon & Black, 2001; Kenyon et al., 2001). For young 
Indigenous students in rural and remote Australia, the issues of education, employ-
ment and training are even more extreme (Kenyon et al., 2001).

There are various compounding factors that influence these trends for Indigenous 
communities. Indigenous young people have to deal with an educational curriculum 
that is often culturally inappropriate or insensitive and linguistically foreign (Kenyon 
et al., 2001). In addition, racism within rural communities also seriously affects the 
aspirations and expectations of Indigenous young adults, with entrenched discrimi-
nation impacting severely upon employment opportunities (Alloway et al., 2004; 
Kenyon et al., 2001). Indeed, cross-cultural tension remains a strong and unresolved 
reality in many small towns (Kenyon & Black, 2001). And various socio-economic 
issues impinge on learning and employment (Kenyon et al., 2001).

The Growth of Inequalities in New Economic, Political and Cultural Contexts
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One consequence of the declining opportunities in rural areas is the out-migra-
tion of young people to regional ‘sponge cities’ (cities that soak up population from 
surrounding areas) and metropolitan areas in search of education and employment 
(Alston, 2004; Black et al., 2000; Collits, 2000; Kenyon et al., 2001; Onyx, Wood, 
Bullen, & Osburn, 2005). Indeed, in the research of Alloway et al. (2004), there was 
more of a sense of urgency about leaving local communities among students for 
whom the experience of rurality was marked by absence of opportunity, lack of life-
style and a sense that their community offered them little to look forward to socially 
or economically. Their data suggests that an inverse relationship exists between the 
strength of the local economy and the determination of students to pursue their lives 
and careers elsewhere.

This cycle of decline can be even more prominent in communities heavily 
dependent on narrowly based economies such as mining in which alternative forms 
of employment are limited or virtually non-existent (Collits, 2000; Kenyon et al., 
2001; Maude & Hugo, 1992; Onyx et al., 2005). In Australia’s mining history, such 
communities have been vulnerable to moving through boom-bust cycles:

with varying speeds as the inevitable sequence of discovery, development, production, and 
exhaustion of deposits takes its course … [T]here are many ghost towns across Australia 
which bear mute testimony to the impact of fluctuations in world demand for, and prices of, 
minerals as well as the working out of some deposits. (Maude & Hugo, 1992, p. 68)

The challenges that face all young people—but particularly rural young people 
from low socio-economic backgrounds—as they live out their lives in this chang-
ing social and economic world must not be discounted. These challenges, faced by 
many students from the case school, can prevail against completion of schooling 
and entry to higher education and affect the development of post-school aspirations, 
producing great educational disadvantage.

The final section of this chapter describes the organisation of the book; its chap-
ters, their groupings, intent and content. Their perusal here provides a rationale and 
an overview for what follows.

An Outline

For some students, schools are wonderful places. But that is not the experience of 
many whose voices permeate the pages of this book and the classrooms of schools 
in disadvantaged communities. This book, then, sheds light on how teachers, parents 
and students—and particularly those that find themselves at the back of the field—
can play the game of schooling in ways that “transform, partially or completely, the 
immanent rules of the game” (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992, p. 99). Schooling is not 
a level playing field; it is pottered with advantage and disadvantage. Many students 
and parents from Crimson Brook Secondary College do not understand the rules of 
the game to begin with and some do not even recognise the game. Berry’s (1977) 
classic work draws on the analogy of a running race to describe the unfair playing 
field in Australian schooling in the following way:
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The Australian situation … more closely resembles the case where a few competitors start 
one metre from the finishing line, a few more fifty metres back up the track, a larger group 
are further back hammering in their starting blocks, others are still changing in a crowded 
dressing room, while the remainder are at home under the impression that the race starts 
tomorrow (p. 43)

However, in imagining a different kind of relationship with the rules of schooling, 
we do not wish to encourage students or others to simply rile against the rules, but 
to engage with them in critical ways that might change the rules themselves. How 
each chapter contributes to this imagining is outlined below.

Chapter 2 argues that education requires researchers’ renewed examination and 
explanation of its involvement in the construction of social and economic differences. 
Specifically, we make the case for researchers to consider the theoretical work of 
Bourdieu—which is informed by socially critical and poststructural understandings 
of the world—and use research for “working towards justice, fairness and equity in 
education” (Griffiths, 1998, p. 3). In doing this, we explore two questions. First, what 
is the focus of and justification for Bourdieuian research, which makes Bourdieu’s 
work particularly valuable for this kind of research agenda? And second, how do 
Bourdieuian researchers produce knowledge? These interests form the parameters 
for the two main sections of the chapter. In the first section we identify the focus of 
Bourdieu’s research as social struggle and, in particular, how marginalised groups fare 
in this. In naming this broad research agenda, we claim Bourdieu as a critical social 
theorist with interests in uncovering social inequalities and, by implication, how these 
may be transformed. This is followed by an explanation of the central theoretical and 
political tenets of his methodology. Specifically, we note his theoretical dialecticism, 
particularly with respect to subjectivity and objectivity and how this guides his under-
standing of what is (worth) knowing. We also identify his radical democratic politics, 
which has implications for how and from where knowledge is produced.

While the current view of student achievement is that the quality of teaching 
students receive determines whether or not they do well at school, in Chap. 3 we 
draw attention to ‘context’ as a complementary explanation for students’ academic 
achievement, particularly regarding achievement differences between students 
from different socio-economic backgrounds. Our focus is on the broader social, 
political and economic influences that adversely position students and schools as 
well as the institutional stance that schools take in relation to their students. While 
we acknowledge that these arguments are by no means new, we work from the 
premise that context is being forgotten in the rush to attribute student achievement 
solely to what teachers do. The chapter begins with a brief rehearsal of the associa-
tion between students’ (low) SES (socio-economic status) and (low) achievement 
in Australian education; one that is exacerbated when it converges with rurality. 
We then proceed to locate Crimson Brook Secondary College within these broader 
issues. Through a dual exploration of the broader social, political and economic 
influences that adversely position students and schools from low socio-economic 
backgrounds, and the way that this positioning informs the stances that schools take 
in relation to their students, we argue for factoring back in the context of students’ 
schooling as a complementary explanation for students’ academic achievement.

An Outline
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Chapter 4 explores the transience and mobility of teachers working in this com-
munity, particularly as it relates to the ways that disadvantage is reproduced for 
marginalised students in the school. We argue that teacher mobility can influence 
the educational opportunities of students who are ‘on the margins’ of school suc-
cess and of the socio-economic structure. In making this argument, we draw on 
Bourdieu’s notion that, unlike economic capital, cultural capital cannot be transmit-
ted instantaneously; that its accumulation requires an investment, above all of time. 
In this chapter, then, we explore the ways that teacher mobility may reproduce dis-
advantage by limiting students’ access to the dominant cultural capital of schooling. 
We begin our account with a brief rehearsal of Bourdieu’s analysis of the schooling 
system as generally reproductive of disadvantage. This is followed by our focus on 
teacher mobility; first, on the difficulties the school experiences in attracting ‘good’ 
teachers (those endowed with high levels of the dominant cultural capital); sec-
ondly, on the high levels of teacher turnover (even among those with low levels of 
the dominant cultural capital); and thirdly, on teachers who reside in the community 
but are not part of it. We conclude that what is needed is a transformation in policies 
governing staff placements to establish alternatives that redefine the reward system 
for teachers in ways that permit these students to succeed.

Chapter 5 explores socially just ideals and practices in the context of schooling. 
It begins by questioning how effective schooling ‘really’ is in advancing the inter-
ests of all students; asking for whom schooling is effective and the ways in which it 
recognises and deals with diverse interests. The chapter then considers how things 
might be better, first in relation to what happens in classrooms and, secondly, with 
respect to what happens in school communities. In our view, these two interests—in 
(i) who benefits (and who does not) by current social arrangements and (ii) what 
can be done about them—are the central tenets of a socially critical orientation. The 
chapter begins with what we (now) know about schooling and its effectiveness in 
moving schooling beyond the goal of ‘compensation’ for the least advantaged and 
towards the reorganisation of the cultural context of education as a whole. Having 
made the judgment that things could be better from the perspective of the least 
advantaged, it then canvasses areas in need of revision and draws out from the 
contemporary literature what those revisions might entail. Specifically, the chapter 
addresses: (i) what should be the (learning) experiences of students in schools; and 
(ii) how and by whom should schools be managed?

Historically, schools have tended to “connect best with, and work best for, stu-
dents of middle-class, Anglo, male backgrounds” (Ladwig & Gore, 1998, p. 19), 
with the values, experiences and perspectives of these privileged groups parading 
as universal. Chapter 6 explores what this means for marginalised students from 
Crimson Brook Secondary College, where the cultural capital of their families is 
not always highly valued. It also attempts to make visible the unfair advantage that 
students from dominant groups bring to education by virtue of their extended expo-
sure over time to the cultural capital that is highly valued and rewarded by schools. 
While Crimson Brook is a specific context with specific needs, in Western nations 
there are increasing numbers of communities and schools in similar circumstances, 
enabling the case to potentially speak to these other contexts. We argue that for 
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teachers who desire to make a difference in such schools and communities, the 
challenge is in transforming the capital that counts: teaching the academic skills and 
competencies required to enable their students to succeed in mainstream societies, 
while also ensuring that this context acknowledges and responds to the needs and 
interests of the cultural diversity of the communities they serve and simultaneously 
engaging with the deep structures that generate injustice. We conclude that such a 
socially just curriculum can open up ways of transforming the situation of the mar-
ginalised, equipping them with understandings that can empower them to improve 
their circumstances and lead fulfilled lives.

Chapter 7 examines the restructuring of marginalised students’ habitus; specifi-
cally, the pedagogical messages of schooling that frame what it means to be identi-
fied as a student. We explore the tensions between how marginalised students see 
themselves and how they are seen by their peers, teachers and fellow community 
members, with reference to Bourdieu’s concept of habitus. We propose that the 
way students see themselves and the way they are seen by their peers, teachers and 
fellow community members, fall largely into two categories: those with a reproduc-
tive habitus, who recognise the constraint of social conditions and conditionings 
and tend to read the future that fits them; and those with a transformative habitus, 
who recognise the capacity for improvisation and tend to look for opportunities 
for action in the social field. Although some teachers appear to be attempting a 
transformation of students, the chapter concludes that teachers should also value 
and give voice to who students are, as they identify themselves. They should be 
more concerned to transform schooling; to provide educational opportunities that 
transform the life experiences of and open up opportunities for all young people, 
especially those disadvantaged by poverty and marginalised by difference (Lingard 
et al., 2003).

The final chapter of the book attempts to elucidate the complex relations between 
schooling and socio-cultural contexts which can lead to inequalities of opportu-
nity for parent participation in schooling and work to maintain disadvantage for 
marginalised students. Our analysis begins with largely traditional explanations for 
the non-participation of parents. We then explore the explanations of these parents 
themselves—the reasons they give for not getting involved in the life of the school. 
Finally we consider their responses to what can be done to increase the involvement 
of parents in schools. In doing so, this chapter identifies agendas that serve socially 
just purposes for schools and their communities. Throughout this analysis, we make 
use of Bourdieu’s notion of field, because of its explanatory power in elucidat-
ing the inequalities of opportunity in schooling. The chapter draws the book to a 
close by attempting to make visible the structural constraints which affect parental 
participation in one disadvantaged school, with a view to moving beyond attribu-
tions of blame and thinking through ways in which we can engage with the current 
arrangements.

It is in this spirit of transforming the understandings and practices of those 
involved in schooling in disadvantaged communities that we begin Chap. 2.

An Outline
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Education is often perceived to be the great equaliser in an otherwise unjust soci-
ety. Since the introduction of mass schooling in the mid-nineteenth century, many 
Australians have looked to public education as a basic right and a vehicle that will 
furnish them with the rewards and opportunities to experience more fulfilling and 
satisfying lives (Gale, 2006). Yet, as Thomson (2001) points out, there has never 
been a free and democratic public education system. Because access to education 
has always been at a cost to parents, schools have always favoured the rich and 
powerful (Connell, 1993).

Mindful of the current environment in which differential student outcomes are 
attributed simply to (teachers’ and/or students’) hard work or the lack of it, we argue 
that renewed examination and explanation of the involvement of education in the 
construction of social and economic differences is required. Specifically, we make 
the case for researchers to draw on the theoretical work of Bourdieu—which is 
informed by socially critical and post-structural understandings of the world—and 
use research for “working towards justice, fairness and equity in education” (Grif-
fiths, 1998, p. 3). This requires “starting the process of educational research with 
a set of values that guide decisions about what is researched, and how and why” 
(Griffiths, 1998, p. 3, emphasis original). In pursuing this agenda, we explore two 
questions: what is the focus of and justification for Bourdieuian research, which 
makes Bourdieu’s work particularly valuable for this kind of research agenda? And 
how do Bourdieuian researchers produce knowledge?

These interests form the parameters for the two main sections of the chapter. In 
the first section we identify the focus of Bourdieu’s research as social struggle and, 
in particular, how marginalised groups fare in this. In naming this broad research 
agenda, we claim Bourdieu as a critical social theorist with interests in uncovering 
social inequalities and, by implication, how these may be transformed, although 
we are conscious of his critics on this latter point. This is followed by an account 
of knowledge production, a la Bourdieu. In this explanation we resist the tempta-
tion to resort to the minutiae of particular research methods, casting some in and 
some out of consideration, for this is not Bourdieu’s style. Rather, we focus on 
the central theoretical and political tenets of his methodology, identifying these as 
the broad intentions that inform his research. Specifically, we note his theoretical 
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dialecticism, particularly with respect to subjectivity and objectivity and how this 
guides his understanding of what is (worth) knowing. We also identify his radical 
democratic politics, which has implications for how and from where knowledge is 
produced. In both of these we note Bourdieu’s predilection to make public his own 
positioning. On the surface, this would seem to make an account of a Bourdieuian 
methodology somewhat easier, although Bourdieu himself would be wary of taking 
at face value what is claimed about oneself.

We begin, then, with an account of Bourdieu’s socially critical disposition for 
research, particularly with respect to how this plays out in the context of schooling 
and society more broadly, and affirming the value of his work in guiding researchers 
in their examination and explanation of social inequalities in education.

A Bourdieuian Focus: Taking a Critical Standpoint  
on Social Inequalities

Pierre Bourdieu and those who employ his theoretical concepts have made signifi-
cant contributions in the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries to under-
standing the role that schools and school systems play in reproducing social and 
cultural inequalities and legitimating certain cultural practices through the hidden 
linkages between scholastic aptitude and cultural heritage (Bourdieu, 1998b). In 
the main, their assessment has been that despite ideologies of equal opportunity and 
meritocracy, few educational systems are called upon by the dominant classes “to do 
anything other than reproduce the legitimate culture as it stands and produce agents 
capable of manipulating it legitimately” (Bourdieu & Passeron, 1990, pp. 59–60).

Informed by his research exposing the fallacy of individuals familiar with bour-
geois culture possessing any more innate intelligence or ‘giftedness’ than those who 
are unfamiliar with it (see, for example, Bourdieu, 1974; Bourdieu & de Saint Mar-
tin, 1974), Bourdieu argues against what he sees as a meritocratic illusion. In such 
work, he argues that it is the culture of the dominant group—that is, the group that 
controls the economic, social, and political resources—which is embodied within 
schools. In other words, educational institutions ensure the profitability of the cul-
tural capital of the dominant, attesting to their gifts and merits. Educational differ-
ences are thus frequently ‘misrecognised’ as the result of ‘individual giftedness’ 
rather than class based differences, ignoring the fact that the abilities measured by 
scholastic criteria often stem not from natural ‘gifts’ but from “the greater or lesser 
affinity between class cultural habits and the demands of the educational system 
or the criteria which define success within it” (Bourdieu & Passeron, 1979, p. 22). 
Bourdieu’s sociological account implies a major break with human capital theories, 
western psychology and the neo-liberal politics that drive educational policy, all of 
which ‘explain’ differences in scholastic outcomes as an effect of natural aptitudes.

The notion of ‘cultural capital’, explored further in subsequent chapters, was pro-
posed by Bourdieu in the early 1960s to describe familiarity with bourgeois culture, 
the unequal distribution of which helps to conserve social hierarchy under the cloak 
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of individual talent and academic meritocracy (Wacquant, 1998). Cultural capital 
refers to a way of thinking and a disposition to life where the “expected behaviours, 
expected language competencies, the explicit and implicit values, knowledge, atti-
tudes to and relationship with academic culture required for success in school are all 
competencies which one class brings with them to school” (Henry, Knight, Lingard, 
& Taylor, 1988, p. 233). Yet “the school assumes middle-class culture, attitudes and 
values in all its pupils. Any other background, however rich in experiences, often 
turns out to be a liability” (Henry et al., 1988, pp. 142–143, emphasis added).

It is this existence of a world “characterized by socio-economic and cultural 
inequalities where researchers have an interest and a part to play in trying to eman-
cipate oppressed groups, those who suffer from social and economic inequality and 
exclusion and a lack of social justice” (Johnston, 2000, p. 69), which motivates 
socially critical research. Committed to social justice and addressing social inequal-
ities, critical theorists conduct research in cultural and social criticism (Kincheloe & 
McLaren, 1994), directing their emancipatory work toward uncovering “the subtle-
ties of oppression so that its invisibility to those affected by it might be removed; 
so that oppression might become challenged, and changed” (Carspecken, 1996, p. 
7). Socially critical research, like the research reported in this book, “can set out to 
explain how injustices and inequalities are produced, reproduced and sustained … 
[and] can provide a basis for the development of strategies of social transformation” 
(Ozga & Gewirtz, 1994, p. 123).

It is an approach to research that attempts to dig beneath surface appearances, ask-
ing how social systems work, and how ideology or history conceal the processes that 
oppress and control people, in order to reveal the nature of oppressive mechanisms 
(Harvey, 1990). In this way, by asking “whose interests are being served and how” 
(Tripp, 1998, p. 37) in the social arrangements we find, socially critical researchers 
hope to “work towards a more just social order” (Lenzo, 1995, p. 17) in which the 
subordinated may become “empowered to take control of their lives and change the 
conditions which have caused their oppression” (Beder, 1991, p. 4). Implied here is 
that critical researchers are committed not just to knowing, but to transforming; to 
changing the world, to combating discrimination and oppression (Figueroa, 2000). 
In this they seek to “go beyond … describing ‘what is going on’ and explaining 
‘why’ … For them, unmasking oppressive structures and contributing to social and 
political change … is … integral to … research” (Troyna, 1995, p. 398).

It is on these grounds in particular that we claim Bourdieu as a socially critical 
theorist, although some might question his commitment to imagining how things 
in society and education might be different. At least regarding the first of critical 
theory’s interests, Bourdieu harbours a concern that schooling reproduces society 
and provides explanation of how this system of reproduction of advantage and dis-
advantage in education works. To be of practical and emancipatory value, research 
must do more than assist in understanding the human condition; it must also offer 
some vision of an alternative to the present arrangements (Benhabib, 1986), as we 
attempt to do in this book. In educational contexts, Carlson and Apple (1998) have 
chastised critical educators and researchers, arguing that they need to become more 
engaged in “not only critiquing existing discourses and practices in schools but in 
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the formulation of democratic and progressive visions of what could be” (p. 30). 
Like many socially critical theorists, Bourdieu has been criticised for his empha-
sis on reproduction at the expense of possible action to create a new and differ-
ent world. According to his critics, Bourdieu’s theory seems to leave no room for 
notions like resistance (Grenfell & James, 1998a). However, in our view, his work 
is largely misunderstood.

For example, consider his concept of habitus, which is explored further in Chap. 
7. Habitus, as Bourdieu uses the term, characterises the recurring patterns of class 
outlook—the beliefs, values, conduct, speech, dress and manners—which are incul-
cated by everyday experiences within the family, the peer group and the school. 
Implying habit, or unthinking-ness in actions, the habitus operates below the level 
of calculation and consciousness, underlying and conditioning and orienting prac-
tices by providing individuals with a sense of how to act and respond in the course 
of their daily lives “without consciously obeying rules explicitly posed as such” 
(Bourdieu, 1990a, p. 76). That is, the habitus disposes actors to do certain things, 
orienting their actions and inclinations, without strictly determining them.

Bourdieu’s attempt to “undermine the dualisms of objectivism and subjectivism, 
structure and agent, determinism and phenomenology” is a central element of his 
work (Kenway & McLeod, 2004, p. 528). The notion enables Bourdieu to analyse 
the behaviour of agents as “objectively coordinated and regular without being the 
product of rules, on the one hand, or conscious rationality, on the other” (Postone, 
LiPuma, & Calhoun, 1993, p. 4). In this sense, habitus transcends “determinism and 
freedom, conditioning and creativity, consciousness and the unconscious, or the 
individual and society” (Bourdieu, 1990b, pp. 54–55).

However, as Kenway and McLeod (2004) point out, “there remains much con-
testation over the extent to which this is ultimately an account of social determina-
tion and reproduction, where the habitus is reducible to the effects of the field, or 
whether there is space for the improvisation of agents” (p. 528). Jenkins (2002), 
among others, argues that despite Bourdieu’s best efforts to “transcend the dual-
istic divide between ‘objectivism’ and ‘subjectivism’ … [he] remains caught in 
an unresolved contradiction between determinism and voluntarism, with the bal-
ance of his argument favouring the former” (p. 21). Although concerned to give to 
practice an active, inventive intention by insisting on the generative capacities of 
dispositions (Bourdieu, 1990a), some suggest that Bourdieu does not give nearly 
enough credit to agency and the revolutionary potential of agents. In their view, his 
world is far more reproductive than transformative; his social universe “ultimately 
remains one in which things happen to people, rather than a world in which they 
can intervene in their individual and collective destinies” (Jenkins, 2002, p. 91). 
For example, Nash (1990) maintains that Bourdieu’s theory of practice “negates the 
theory of action, blurs the concept of choice, and introduces confusion, circularity 
and pseudo-determinism” (p. 445). Similarly, Jenkins (2002) argues that despite 
Bourdieu’s “acknowledgement of, and enthusiasm for, resistance, it is difficult to 
find examples in his work of its efficacy or importance” (p. 90).

While it is not difficult to understand the critique directed at Bourdieu’s work 
given the structuralist language and forms of reasoning in some early formulations 
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of habitus (for example, Bourdieu, 1977b; McLeod, 2005), some of Bourdieu’s 
texts provide more space for agency than others. In more recent studies, such as The 
Weight of the World (1999), “there is a great deal of striving, resistance and action 
aimed at changing current circumstances as many of the poor and dispossessed, 
interviewed by Bourdieu and his colleagues, search around for ways of changing 
and transforming their lives” (Reay, 2004, p. 437). This powerful “account of how 
‘ordinary people’ are negotiating lives in a time of major social, cultural and eco-
nomic upheaval” (McLeod, 2005, p. 15) is oriented to understanding the effects of 
‘objective relations’ in the apparently idiosyncratic and individual; to understand, in 
other words, “the complexity of interactions between social space/field and habitus” 
(McLeod, 2005, p. 15). Indeed, Bourdieu would argue, as would we, that “micro-
negotiations in local contexts and macro processes of society and culture need to be 
seen as dialectically related” (Dillabough, 2004, p. 490).

While we agree with Jenkins (2002) that Bourdieu’s conception of agency is 
somewhat restrained, we tend to regard this as a strength, reflecting its relationship 
with an equally restrained conception of structure. In short, “there is no such thing 
as pure agency; but a kind of (limited) agency can be identified … [S]ubjects are 
able to negotiate the rules, regulations, influences and imperatives that inform all 
cultural practice, and delimit thought and action, precisely because fields dispose 
them to do so” (Schirato & Webb, 2003, p. 540). Agency, then, is inextricably bound 
up with the world. That is: 

Bourdieu specifically rejects the idea of a knowing, transcendental consciousness … some-
how able to free itself from its history, social trajectories, and circumstances of thought. All 
activity and knowledge … is always informed by a relationship between where the agent 
has been and how their history has been incorporated, on the one hand, and their context or 
circumstances (both in a general sense and ‘of the moment’), on the other. In other words, 
agency is always the result of a coming together of the habitus and the specific cultural 
fields and contexts in which agents ‘find themselves’, in both senses of the expression. 
(Schirato & Webb, 2003, p. 541)

Bourdieu (1993) puts it best when he says that:
the habitus is a product of conditionings which tends to reproduce the objective logic of 
those conditionings while transforming it. It’s a kind of transforming machine that leads us 
to ‘reproduce’ the social conditions of our own production, but in a relatively unpredictable 
way, in such a way that one cannot move simply and mechanically from knowledge of the 
conditions of production to knowledge of the products. (p. 87, emphasis original)

In a similar way, we argue that the same conceptual framework that Bourdieu uses to 
explore reproduction can also be employed to explain situations of rupture and trans-
formation (Wacquant, 1998). Indeed, an emphasis on reproduction does not foreclose 
contrary action such as revolutionary struggle (Calhoun, 1993). For Bourdieu, the 
social universe is the site of endless and pitiless competition. It is struggle, not ‘repro-
duction’, that is the master metaphor at the core of his thought (Wacquant, 1998). 
Understood in this way, Bourdieu’s critique is an explanatory account of the:

manifold processes whereby the social order masks its arbitrariness and perpetuates 
itself—by extorting from the subordinate practical acceptance of, if not willed consent to, 
its existing hierarchies. This account of symbolic violence—the imposition of systems of 
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meaning that legitimize and thus solidify structures of inequality—simultaneously points 
to the social conditions under which these hierarchies can be challenged, transformed, nay 
overturned. (Wacquant, 1998, p. 217, emphasis original)

Central to this explanation, Bourdieu’s concepts of capital, habitus and field, 
explored in more depth in subsequent chapters of the book, are linked to one another, 
each achieving their:

full analytical potency only in tandem with the others. Together they enable us to elucidate 
cases of reproduction—when social and mental structures are in agreement and reinforce 
each other—as well as transformation—when discordances arise between habitus and 
field—leading to innovation, crisis, and structural change. (Wacquant, 1998, p. 223)

On the basis of these three concepts, Bourdieu has attempted to formulate a reflex-
ive approach to social life to “uncover the most profoundly buried structures of the 
various social worlds which constitute the social universe, as well as the ‘mecha-
nisms’ which tend to ensure their reproduction or their transformation” (Bourdieu, 
1989, p. 7; cited in Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992). Tied to a notion of emancipation, 
such an approach to the study of human lives would not be worth the trouble for 
Bourdieu if it did not help agents to grasp the meaning of their actions. His approach 
seeks to illuminate “the social and cultural reproduction of inequality by analysing 
processes of misrecognition: that is, by investigating how the habitus of dominated 
groups can veil the conditions of their subordination” (Postone et al., 1993, p. 6). 
This is the task of sociology: to unmask self-deception, to cause one “to think in 
a completely astonished and disconcerted way about things you thought you had 
always understood” (Bourdieu, 1991, p. 207).

Indeed, Wacquant (1998) argues that Bourdieu’s single aim is to forestall or 
prevent abuses of power and to disseminate instruments of resistance to symbolic 
domination. Social science, he suggests, “can and must contribute to the elabora-
tion of ‘realistic utopias’ suited to guiding collective action and to promoting the 
institutionalization of justice and freedom” (Wacquant, 1998, p. 229). Bourdieu’s 
“relentless disclosure of power and privilege in its most varied and subtlest forms” 
(Thompson, 1991, p. 31)—understanding the socially instituted limits of the ways 
of speaking, thinking and acting which are characteristic of our societies today—is 
the first step in creating new social relations; alternative ways of organising social 
and political life (Thompson, 1991).

From their earliest beginnings, then, Bourdieu’s analyses of social practices were 
intended to elucidate the workings of social power and offer a critical, not simply a 
neutral, understanding of social life (Postone et al., 1993). What is problematic for 
Bourdieu is the fact that the established order is not seen as problematic (Bourdieu, 
1998b). For Bourdieu, this is because justifications for the prevailing social order 
are masked by ‘theoretical theory’ (Bourdieu, 1977b) that offers explanations of 
social life removed from a rigorous engagement with social practices. It is for these 
reasons that we see a Bourdieuian methodology as having the potential to make a 
valuable contribution in researching social inequalities in education: (i) because 
it is an approach to research centrally concerned with the dialectic between the 
theoretical and the empirical, important for theorising ‘what is really going on’, and 
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also (ii) because such methodology has the potential to “denaturalize and to defatal-
ize the social world … to destroy the myths that cloak the exercise of power and 
the perpetuation of domination” (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992, pp. 49–50). Having 
outlined the focus of and justification for Bourdieuian research, we move now to a 
discussion around how Bourdieuian researchers, like ourselves, produce knowledge 
about social inequalities.

A Bourdieuian Method: Producing Knowledge  
About Social Inequalities

In advancing this research agenda of opening up social practices to critical scrutiny, 
Bourdieu adopts a similarly open-ended approach to conducting research, guided 
by a particular philosophical stance but not method prescriptive. That is, Bourdieu 
preaches and practices methodological polytheism, deploying whatever data pro-
duction technique is best suited to the question at hand in his own research (Wac-
quant, 1998). For him, it is not simply a question of what technique to use and how 
to use it, but rather why it is used and to what ends (Grenfell & James, 1998c). What 
Bourdieu does hold to, though, is the continuous use of a set of interrelated concep-
tual metaphors: habitus, capital and field. These are central to his method and prac-
tice, and all other considerations flow from them. They are the pivot on which he 
constructs his synthesis of subjectivism and objectivism (Grenfell & James, 1998c). 
And, as explained above, they are also the mechanisms through which he, and oth-
ers like him, explore social inequalities.

It is this synthesis of object and subject that first characterises Bourdieu’s meth-
odology, which also explains his comfortableness with qualitative and quantitative 
data, for example. A second characteristic is his insistence on participant objectiva-
tion, given that all research is motivated by intrinsic interests of some kind. From 
Bourdieu’s perspective, researchers need to recognise these personal biases—their 
values, experiences and constructions—and acknowledge that these, as well as the 
historical, ideological moment in which they live, will influence the direction of 
their research. These theoretical and political characteristics of Bourdieu’s method-
ology are taken up more fully below, first in relation to the theory that informs this 
methodology and second with regard to its (political) practice.

Bourdieuian Methodology in Theory

Social theory for Bourdieu is characterised by an opposition between subjectivist 
and objectivist approaches. Subjectivist viewpoints “have as their center of gravity 
the beliefs, desires, and judgments of agents and consider these agents endowed 
and empowered to make the world and act according to their own lights” (Postone 
et al., 1993, p. 3). By contrast, objectivist views hold that “social reality consists 
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of sets of relations and forces that impose themselves upon agents, ‘irrespective of 
their consciousness and will’ (to invoke Marx’s well-known formula)” (Wacquant, 
1998, p. 220).

Similarly and relatedly, if we consider the role that institutional and structural 
influences have in shaping society and how much part the actions of individuals (and 
groups) play in the process, the structuralist side of the debate would suggest that:

men [sic] can change the world through their actions, indicating the role of agency, but 
that they are not free to do so just as they please, indicating the social and economic limits 
to action in society. Marxist and functionalist accounts are sometimes therefore said to be 
structuralist accounts because they emphasise the structuring and determining quality of 
society over and against the voluntarist capacity of agents. Weberian and phenomenological 
accounts of society have sometimes, in contrast, been viewed as voluntarist, having centred 
too much on the actions of individuals to create and recreate the world, as if external con-
straints did not exist. (Mahar, Harker, & Wilkes, 1990, pp. 22–23, emphasis original)

A structuralist approach therefore aims at grasping “objective relations that are inde-
pendent of individual minds and wills” (Bourdieu, 1990a, p. 34), and a phenom-
enological, interactionist or ethnomethodological approach aims at grasping “what 
agents actually experience of interactions and social contacts, and the contribution 
they make to the mental and practical construction of social realities” (Bourdieu, 
1990a, p. 34).

Evident in Bourdieu’s methodology is a rejection of such dualist constructions; 
the stuff of ‘bad’ theory. For Bourdieu, as with objectivity and subjectivity, the 
two moments—structure and agency—stand in dialectical relationship. On the one 
side:

the social structures that the sociologist lays bare in the objectivist phase, by pushing aside 
the subjective representations of the agent, do constrain the latter’s practices. But, on the 
other side, these representations, and the mental structures that underpin them, must also 
be taken into account insofar as they guide the individual and collective struggles through 
which agents seek to conserve or transform these objective structures. (Wacquant, 1998, p. 
220, emphasis original)

However, in rejecting the determinism of mechanistic explanations of social life, 
Bourdieu does not want to fall into the other trap, as he perceives it, of “viewing 
conscious and deliberate intentions as a sufficient explanation of what people do” 
(Jenkins, 2002, p. 66). Neither of these positions can adequately grasp social life. 
Social life, Bourdieu argues, “must be understood in terms that do justice both to 
objective material, social, and cultural structures and to the constituting practices 
and experiences of individuals and groups” (Postone et al., 1993, p. 3).

Accordingly, Bourdieu’s theory of practice seeks to establish an alternative to 
the extremes of post-modernist subjectivity and positivist objectivity by building 
“a dialectical relationship between human thought, action and objective surround-
ings” (Grenfell & James, 1998a, p. 16). His concepts of capital, habitus and field 
attempt to develop a sociology to transcend the subjectivist/objectivist dichotomy, 
providing new ways of relating subjective human dispositions and actions and 
the objective social world within which they are framed. Bourdieu’s project is an 
attempt to understand how “‘objective’, supra-individual social reality (cultural 
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and institutional social structure) and the internalised ‘subjective’ mental worlds of 
individuals as cultural beings and social actors are inextricably bound up together, 
each being a contributor to—and, indeed, an aspect of—the other” (Jenkins, 2002, 
pp. 19–20). Bourdieu describes this project as ‘genetic structuralism’ (Bourdieu, 
1990a); a method seeking to avoid the subjective-objective polarisations of both 
phenomenology and structuralism.

Bourdieu’s theoretical approach could therefore be described as proceeding from 
a relationalism that grasps:

both objective and subjective reality in the form of mutually interpenetrating systems of 
relations. All three of his core theoretical notions—habitus, capital, and field—are designed 
to capture the fundamentally recursive and relational nature of social life. Together, they 
enable Bourdieu to break out of the two homological antinomies of ‘micro’ and ‘macro’ 
levels of analysis and structure versus agency that presently polarize much social theorizing 
and to embark on a grounded search for the immanent logic of social action. (Wacquant, 
1993, p. 236)

Bourdieu’s scientific thought and practice “simultaneously straddle disciplinary, 
theoretical, and methodological divides. Theoretically, they stand at the confluence 
of intellectual streams that academic traditions have typically construed as discord-
ant or incompatible” (Wacquant, 1998, p. 218).

Bourdieu transcends the seemingly antagonistic paradigms of objectivism and 
subjectivism by turning them into “moments of a form of analysis designed to 
recapture the intrinsically double reality of the social world” (Bourdieu & Wac-
quant, 1992, pp. 10–11, emphasis original). The objective structures, or spaces of 
positions—“the distribution of socially efficient resources that define the external 
constraints bearing on interactions and representations” (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 
1992, pp. 10–11)—are introduced alongside “the immediate, lived experience of 
agents in order to explicate the categories of perception and appreciation ( disposi-
tions) that structure their action from inside” (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992, pp. 
10–11, emphasis original).

According to Bourdieu, although the two moments of analysis are equally nec-
essary, they are not equal: “epistemological priority is granted to objectivist rup-
ture over subjectivist understanding” (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992, pp. 10–11). 
Bourdieuians see the need to problematise what people say as something other than 
either simply a reflection of ‘what is going on in their heads’ or a valid description 
of the social world (Jenkins, 2002). Questions are raised about the degree to which 
the testimony of research subjects is reliable and about the limits within which they 
can reflect adequately upon their own practice (Jenkins, 2002).

At the same time, the post-structuralist understanding “that all groups have a 
right to speak for themselves, in their own voice, and have that voice accepted as 
authentic and legitimate” (Harvey, 1989, p. 48), is central to Bourdieuian research. 
Epistemological standpoints previously undervalued make up an important focus of 
such research, creating spaces for marginalised voices to speak their own knowl-
edges. This is certainly the case in the research reported in this book. Post-structur-
alism’s close attention to ‘other worlds’ and to ‘other voices’ that have for too long 
been silenced (Harvey, 1989) lead many to claim that “it is only from these stand-
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points that legitimate knowledge concerning them can be generated and, in some 
cases, known” (Gale, 1997, p. 104). Indeed, as Sandra Harding (1998) notes: 

Starting thought from the lives of those people upon whose exploitation the legitimacy 
of the dominant system depends can bring into focus questions and issues that were not 
visible, ‘important’, or legitimate within the dominant institutions, their conceptual frame-
works, cultures, and practices. (p. 17)

Bourdieu seeks to overcome this opposition between “theoretical knowledge of the 
social world as constructed by outside observers and the knowledge used by those 
who possess a practical mastery of their world” (Postone et al., 1993, p. 3) by attempt-
ing to accord validity to ‘native’ conceptions without simply taking those concep- 
tions at face value. He speaks of the artificiality both of the vision that he sometimes 
had by observing things from a strictly objectivist point of view and of “the vision that 
informants proposed [to him] when, in their concern to play the game, to be equal to 
the situation created by the theoretical questioning, they turned themselves as it were 
into the spontaneous theoreticians of their practice” (Bourdieu, 1990a, pp. 21–22).

Utilising Bourdieu’s theoretical perspective to inform data analysis, then, requires 
researchers to look at the dynamic interaction between individuals and the sur-
roundings in which they find themselves and situate their accounts within a larger 
historical, political, economic and symbolic context; much as we have attempted to 
do. Bourdieu (in Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992, pp. 104–107) gives a very explicit 
account of what it means to analyse a field by thinking in terms of three distinct 
levels that direct the researcher to:

1.	 Analyse the position of the field vis-à-vis the field of power;
2.	 Map out the objective structure of relations between the positions occupied by 

agents who compete for the legitimate forms of specific authority of which the 
field is the site; and

3.	 Analyse the habitus of agents; the systems of dispositions they have acquired by 
internalising a determinate type of social and economic condition.

Grenfell and James (1998c) claim that we can think similarly about education: as 
systems of power hierarchies organised within society with consequent effects on 
individuals who both are produced by and reproduce them. At the first level (level 
1), there is the relationship between “education and the political and economic sys-
tems of society. This relationship is crucial in terms of what is expected of educa-
tion; how it is organized and to what ends—in other words, what is valued and 
legitimate” (Grenfell & James, 1998c, p. 169). Further:

Education does not exist as a uniform totality, however, but is made up of a series of institu-
tions and agents, each of which can be defined in terms of their position in the field as a 
whole: the fields within the field (level 2). Different sectors—primary, secondary, tertiary—
have particular areas of activity, which each have specific legitimate terms of governance. 
Such agents and institutions exist across and within sectors, and their position can be defined 
ultimately in terms of their relations to each other and the values of the field as a whole. 
However, there are also intra-institutional structural relations; that is, the way an individual 
establishment is organized to reflect its competition for legitimate pedagogic products and 
resources from the field; for example, students and pupils, talented staff, economic and 
cultural resources, academic achievement, etc. (Grenfell & James, 1998c, p. 169)
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Finally, there is the habitus of the individuals involved (level 3): 
Such habitus, and the corresponding systems of dispositions, may well be expressed as 
the organizational ethos of those senior managers who are attempting to apply nationally 
defined policies; or, the professional activities, thoughts and beliefs of those being organ-
ized. It may also include the habitus of students and pupils, and, ultimately, that of their 
families. (Grenfell & James, 1998c, p. 169)

In producing knowledge, it is important not to consider one level without also tak-
ing account of the other two. However, it is not always methodologically possible 
to present analyses on each level simultaneously. To some degree they have to be 
separated (Grenfell & James, 1998c).

Bourdieuian Methodology in Practice

A second characteristic of a Bourdieuian methodology concerns its politics; in par-
ticular, Bourdieu’s insistence that researchers recognise personal biases that may 
blur the sociological gaze and acknowledge that these, as well as the historical, ide-
ological moment in which they live, will influence the direction of their research.

Like all social activity, critical social science is not value neutral. All research is 
motivated by practical or intrinsic interests of some kind. Even if one starts with the 
assumption that there exists one reality out there to be discovered (as positivists do), 
this reality cannot be viewed as it ‘really is’ but only as seen through some value 
window (Guba & Lincoln, 1989). That is, there is no perfectly transparent or neutral 
way to represent the physical or social world. To suppose, for example, “that it is 
possible for a human investigator to step outside his or her own humanness … by 
disregarding one’s own values [and] experiences … is to believe in magic” (Guba 
& Lincoln, 1989, p. 67). Yet, “if research cannot be value neutral, it can be—and, 
if it is to be ethical, it must be—value critical” (Figueroa, 2000, p. 88). It is the 
responsibility of researchers to ‘come clean’ about predispositions and feelings, to 
declare their values, though even this is not sufficient. As researchers are often not 
fully aware of their ‘taken-for-granteds’, values must be unearthed, clarified and 
questioned (Figueroa, 2000). As Bourdieu points out, the ground most difficult to 
see is always the patch one is standing on (Pollitt, 2002).

Bourdieu’s (1990a) rejection of the distant gaze means that he necessarily oper-
ates within what he analyses; he is both an analyst of science and society, and an 
actor in these fields (Postone et al., 1993). In this very real sense, the critical soci-
ologist also occupies a position within the game. The objects of analysis within the 
field are “the stakes in the game (capital), the strategies, the objectified histories of 
the agents (their positions and habitus) including, ineluctably, that of the sociolo-
gist” (Barnard, 1990, p. 78). This is why Bourdieu insists on participant objectiva-
tion: an objectivation of the social world that has made both the anthropologist and 
the conscious or unconscious anthropology he engages in, his anthropological prac-
tice (Bourdieu, 2000). This objectivation leads to methodological reflexivity when 
social analysts continually turn the instruments of their science back on themselves 
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in an effort to uncover everything that their point of view on social reality owes to 
their place in it (Wacquant, 1993).

Bourdieu believes that three types of biases may blur the sociological gaze 
(Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992). The first is the social origins and coordinates, the 
position and trajectory in the social space of the individual researcher (for example, 
gender, class, nationality, ethnicity, education, etc.). In fact, one of Bourdieu’s stu-
dents, Charles Souliè, has shown that research topics in philosophy and sociology 
are statistically related to social origin and trajectory, gender and educational trajec-
tory. This means that:

our seemingly most personal choices, the most intimate and therefore most cherished ones, 
our choice of discipline and of our favoured subjects … of our theoretical and methodo-
logical orientations, have their origin in socially constituted dispositions in which banally 
social, sadly impersonal properties still express themselves in a more or less transfigured 
form. (Bourdieu, 2000, n.p.)

As the most obvious bias, the position of the researcher in the social space is the 
most readily controlled by means of mutual and self-criticism (Bourdieu & Wac-
quant, 1992; Wacquant, 1998).

A second bias is linked to the position that the analyst occupies in the academic 
field as distinct from the broader social structure:

that is, in the objective space of possible intellectual positions offered to him or her at a 
given moment, and, beyond, in the field of power. The points of view of sociologists, like 
any other cultural producers, always owe something to their situation in a field where all 
define themselves in part in relational terms, by their difference and distance from certain 
others with whom they compete. (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992, p. 39)

Participant objectivation here aims to grasp everything that the thinking of the 
researcher may owe to the fact that she/he: 

•	 is part of a field with its “traditions, habits of thought, problematics, shared 
self-evidences”,

•	 occupies a particular position (for example, the newcomer who has to prove 
her/himself), and

•	 has interests of a particular kind “which may unconsciously orient his [sic] scien-
tific choices, the choice of discipline itself, or, more precisely, the choice of this 
or that method—qualitative or quantitative for example—or this or that object” 
(Bourdieu, 2000, n.p.).

Indeed, according to Bourdieu (2000), the researcher’s “most decisive scientific 
choices depend very closely on the position he [sic] occupies within his own 
professional universe” (n.p.). For Bourdieu (1984), then, objectivation is always 
bound to remain partial, and therefore false, “so long as it fails to include the 
point of view from which it speaks and so fails to construct the game as a whole” 
(pp. 12–13).

This particular bias is much less often discerned and pondered, and calls for 
“critical dissection of the concepts, methods, and problematics [the researcher] 
inherits as well as for vigilance toward the censorship exercised by disciplinary and 
institutional attachments” (Wacquant, 1998, p. 225).
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The third and most insidious source of bias is what Bourdieu refers to as an 
‘intellectual bias’—that is, “a tendency for subjects from certain fields (academe 
for one) to abstract practices from their contexts, and see them as ideas to be 
contemplated rather than problems to be addressed or solved” (Schirato & Webb, 
2003, p. 545). This intellectualist bias, which entices us to construe the world as 
a spectacle: 

as a set of significations to be interpreted rather than as concrete problems to be solved 
practically, is more profound and more distorting than those rooted in the social origins 
or location of the analyst in the academic field, because it can lead us to miss entirely the 
differentia specifica of the logic of practice (Bourdieu, 1990b, 1990c). (Bourdieu & Wac-
quant, 1992, pp. 39–40, emphasis original)

When faced with the challenge of studying a world to which we are linked, often 
our first thought is to deny our own involvement. According to Bourdieu (1988), 
this “concern to escape any suspicion of prejudice leads us to attempt to negate our-
selves as ‘biased’ or ‘informed’ subjects automatically suspected of using weapons 
of science in the pursuit of personal interests” (p. 6). In Bourdieu’s (2000) view, 
nothing is more false than this universally accepted maxim that the researcher must 
put nothing of her/himself into her/his research. On the contrary, Bourdieu believes 
that a researcher should constantly refer to her/his experiences, although not in a 
guilty, unconscious or uncontrolled way.

As excessive proximity constitutes as much of an obstacle to scientific knowledge 
as excessive remoteness, turning to study the historical conditions of the researcher’s 
own production is particularly important for the sociologist who chooses to study 
her/his own world (Bourdieu, 1988). Given that we are generally more indifferent 
to the games in which we are ourselves involved, it is necessary for the researcher 
to “exoticize the domestic, through a break with his [sic] initial relation of intimacy 
with modes of life and thought which remain opaque to him because they are too 
familiar” (Bourdieu, 1988, p. xi). Only a sociological self-analysis of this kind can 
really assist to:

place the scholar in a position where he [sic] is able to bring to bear on his familiar world 
the detached scrutiny which … the ethnologist brings to bear on any world to which he is 
not linked by the inherent complicity of being involved in its social game, its illusio, which 
creates the very value of the objectives of the game, as it does the value of the game itself. 
(Bourdieu, 1988, p. xii, emphasis original)

Each of us, then, is encumbered by a past. For Bourdieu, it is only a reflexive sociol-
ogy that can help:

free intellectuals from their illusions—and first of all from the illusion that they do not have 
any, especially about themselves—and can at least have the negative virtue of making it 
more difficult for them to bring a passive and unconscious contribution to symbolic domi-
nation. (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992, p. 195)

It is important, then, for critical sociologists to cast a professional eye on the world 
of their origin, to understand and deconstruct their own position in both the research 
and the academic field. In doing so, research becomes a process of self-analysis in 
which researchers attempt to grasp at a conscious level their own dispositions in 
order to make sense of those they conduct their research with/on. As Kenway and 
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McLeod (2004) point out, this kind of reflexivity looks very much like innovations 
within feminist and post-structuralist scholarship. Indeed:

while many accounts do no more than notice (and often self-indulgently—vanity reflexiv-
ity) the autobiography of the researcher, in other research texts methodological reflexivity 
is deployed in a stronger form, acknowledging the partiality of perspective and the effects 
of different (structural and spatial) locations and power relations between researcher and 
researched. Such claiming of reflexivity, in contrast to the simply individualizing autobio-
graphical acknowledgments, connects more closely with the project of reflexive sociology 
as described by Bourdieu. (Kenway & McLeod, 2004, p. 527)

Kenway and McLeod (2004) claim that a consciousness of our own positions and 
dispositions within the field is something that feminist sociologists of education 
seek to keep to the fore. “This includes the effect of our presence on the perspectives 
we are offered by the various participants, and our own attachment to and construc-
tion of particular perspectives and truths” (Kenway & McLeod, 2004, p. 541).

The work of Bourdieu also encourages the researcher to avoid the symbolic vio-
lence of imposing an interpretation on reality (Grenfell & James, 1998b). In other 
forms of research, theorising is something that is “the sole prerogative of quali-
fied outsiders, once compliant ‘subjects’ have been conveniently milked” (Smyth & 
Hattam, 2001, p. 408). As the researcher selects, interprets and represents the data, 
the intended meanings of participants inevitably become distorted and reshaped 
(Burke, 2002). Checking interpretations and emerging constructions with respond-
ents, then, is an important part of the conclusion drawing and verification process 
for Bourdieuian researchers, like ourselves. The necessity of this reflects a realisa-
tion by researchers that their interpretation is partial and limited (Walker, 1983) and, 
thus, they must attempt to come to understand how all those who are involved inter-
pret behaviour in addition to the way they interpret it from their own perspective 
(Wilson, 1977). Reality is contested. Bourdieuian researchers, as socially critical 
researchers, are “aware from the outset” that their task is a political one involving 
“not simply telling the truth of this world … but also showing that this world is the 
site of an ongoing struggle to tell the truth of this world” (Bourdieu in Wacquant, 
1989, p. 35).

A ‘Toolkit’ to See the World with New Eyes

According to Wacquant (2002), Bourdieu’s theory and politics are “less a collec-
tion of fixed propositions and scholastic precepts than a ‘toolkit’ forged by and for 
research, aimed at posing scientifically those fruitful questions which, by tearing 
the veil of taken-for-grantedness, enable us to see the social world, and ourselves, 
with new eyes” (pp. 1–2). Sociologists such as Bourdieu force us to make conscious 
those things that we might prefer to leave unconscious, even though some may 
have a certain resistance to such analysis. By bringing to light the arbitrary and the 
contingent where we like to see necessity or nature, and social constraints where 
we like to see choice and free will, critical sociologists, “like all prophets of evil 
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tidings” (Bourdieu, 1990a, p. 15), have often been condemned for their revelations. 
Nevertheless, Bourdieu et al. (1999) suggest that “what the social world has done, it 
can, armed with this knowledge, undo” (p. 629). For example, increasing awareness 
of the mechanisms at work in the reproduction of disadvantage in education may 
help by offering a measure of freedom to those manipulated by these mechanisms 
(Bourdieu, 1998a) and improve access, participation and educational outcomes for 
marginalised and disenfranchised groups. Indeed:

If it is true that it is not easy to eliminate or even modify most of the economic and social 
factors behind the worst suffering, particularly the mechanisms regulating the labor and 
educational markets, it is also true that any political program that fails to take full advantage 
of the possibilities for action (minimal though they may be) that science can help uncover, 
can be considered guilty of nonassistance to a person in danger. (Bourdieu et al., 1999, 
p. 629)

However, we should not imagine that a Bourdieuian methodology is eclectic, that 
‘anything goes’ in unmasking social and educational inequalities. As we have 
argued, a focus on inequalities is a defining characteristic of Bourdieuian research 
but so too is a critical regard for research practices themselves. Research that lacks 
this reflexivity is questionable both in relation to its outcomes and also its ethics. 
This is not to say though that because of its reflexivity Bourdieuian methodology is 
beyond such questioning. All research is partial, as we have acknowledged. How-
ever, what is appealing about Bourdieu’s approach is its recognition of this and its 
interest in inviting others to engage with this partiality.

In many ways, these two concerns—revealing how research is conceived and the 
purposes of its conception—are “two translations of the same sentence” (Spinoza 
in Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992, p. 105): the interdependence of theory and practice 
in the research endeavour. We believe that a Bourdieuian methodology, as has been 
utilised in this research—with its interests in uncovering and transforming social 
inequalities, its theoretical dialecticism and radical democratic politics—has the 
potential to see possibilities for socially just action in education realised.

A ‘Toolkit’ to See the World with New Eyes
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The current view of student achievement is that the quality of teaching students 
receive determines whether or not they do well at school. In this chapter we draw 
attention to ‘context’ as a complementary explanation for students’ academic 
achievement, particularly regarding achievement differences between students 
from different socio-economic backgrounds. Our focus is on the broader social, 
political and economic influences that adversely position students and schools, and 
the institutional stances that schools take in relation to their students.

By implication, this chapter takes issue with contemporary claims that all we 
need do to ‘fix’ student under-achievement is to improve the quality of teaching 
they receive. Our argument engages with these claims only in passing. We are more 
interested in drawing attention to factoring back in ‘external constraints’, which 
Bourdieu and Wacquant (1992) suggest deserve “epistemological priority … [over] 
subjectivist understanding” (p. 10). That is, it is not just that students from low 
socio-economic backgrounds (who are most strongly associated with low academic 
achievement) have limited access to high quality teaching; students from other 
socio-economic backgrounds do as well. Rather, our point is that the broader social, 
political and economic influences that adversely position students and schools from 
low socio-economic backgrounds, and the way that this positioning informs the 
stances that schools take in relation to their students, mean that schooling has less 
to offer them.

Educational disadvantage has long been a matter of interest in OECD nations, at 
least since the 1970s. Then, “educational disadvantage was seen as something that 
needed to be compensated for [either through the provision of additional resources, 
remedial classes or through ‘equal opportunity’ provisions] but not eliminated” 
(Teese, 2006, p. 1). More recently, “there has been a greater emphasis on student 
learning outcomes” (Teese, 2006, p. 1), irrespective of socio-economic status. As 
noted, the current popular view of student achievement, fuelled by teacher effec-
tiveness literature and neoconservative politics, is that the factor that determines 
whether or not students do well at school (as much as their abilities allow) is the qual-
ity of teaching that they receive. Certainly there is research (for example Newmann 
& Associates, 1996; Lingard et al., 2001) confirming what others might regard 
as self-evident: that good teaching makes a difference. However, this is different  
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from suggesting that teachers are the difference with respect to student outcomes, 
which appears to be the conclusion that some have conveniently drawn from this 
(and other) research.

A recent editorial in a New Zealand newspaper captures well this crude positivist 
and neoconservative reading: “the obvious point is that it is quality teachers who 
make the difference” (in Nash & Prochnow, 2004, p. 187). This is the assumption 
that informed Mark Latham’s proposal at the 2004 Australian Federal election, 
when he was leader of the Australian Federal Labor Party: student under-achieve-
ment can be redressed by transferring ‘good’ teachers (those whose students achieve 
high academic outcomes) into under-performing schools. It is also the thinking that 
informed Julie Bishop’s (Australian Federal Minister for Education, 2004–2007) 
push to introduce performance pay for ‘good’ teachers (determined on the basis of 
student outcomes), as a way of lifting student achievement.

However, in this chapter we begin from a different premise. That is:
In the face of all the evidence, it is unrealistic to expect that the attainment of middle-class 
and working-class families can be equalized, as some speakers within this broad discourse 
assert, as a result of pedagogic action by the school. (Nash & Prochnow, 2004, p. 189)

Our intention is to draw attention to the context of students’ schooling as comple-
mentary explanation for students’ academic achievement, particularly with regard 
to the achievement differences between students from different socio-economic 
backgrounds. While we acknowledge that these arguments are by no means new, we 
work from the premise that context is being forgotten in the rush to attribute student 
achievement solely to what teachers do. In this way, our analysis offers a counter-
ing of and an important corrective to dominant discourses related to the fashionable 
preoccupation with the quality of teaching, with a renewed emphasis on the social, 
economic and cultural contexts in which they are located.

By ‘context’ we mean not only students’ “immediate, lived experience” (of 
teaching, for example) but also “the external constraints bearing on interactions 
and representations” (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992, pp. 10–11). While much school 
effectiveness research “bleaches context from its analytic frame” (Slee & Weiner, 
1998, p. 5), we are of the view that, in isolation, these external (social and economic) 
constraints tend to provide better general explanation of student achievement than 
do subjective experiences. To disconnect these two moments of analysis (as is the 
approach of much teacher effectiveness research and neoconservative politics) 
would involve disregarding “the intrinsically double reality of the social world” 
(Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992, p. 11). Our interest, then, is not just in an account of 
students’ backgrounds as a backdrop to their everyday experiences (Seddon, 1995), 
but more centrally as the aspect about which students’ experiences speak and which 
speak to students’ experiences. That is, we view context as constitutive of the object 
of study. In Seddon’s (1995) terms, we seek to emphasise that context is:

a lived reality which impinges on the participants of schooling as a quite tangible force … 
Context is no longer something simple and taken for granted, a backdrop to whatever is 
important. It is palpable and present. It is forced to the front of educators’ attention and is 
central to their lived experience. (p. 401)
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The unit of our analysis is Crimson Brook Secondary College and its students, and 
their particular location in an economically depressed Australian rural town and 
community. We make no claim that the college is representative of all schools in 
such circumstances but we do claim that each school is framed by its circumstances 
and that these matter in the schooling students receive.

To illustrate the case, we locate the comments of teachers, parents and students 
from the community within changing economic, political and cultural contexts. 
Specifically, educational and post-school prospects are poor for young people in the 
community who, for the most part, come from low socio-economic backgrounds 
(particularly Indigenous young people and those from rural areas) and social ine-
qualities are growing at an alarming rate. Labour market restructuring coupled with 
a lack of demand in the youth labour market have made employment precarious and 
unemployment and welfare dependency a reality. In addition, industrial relations 
reforms introduced by the nation’s conservative government at the time have led to 
less secure working conditions across Australia generally. Students living in such 
contexts are less likely to complete school or see higher education as relevant to life 
and employment.

The chapter begins with a brief rehearsal of the association between students’ 
(low) SES (socio-economic status) and (low) achievement in Australian education; 
one that is exacerbated when it converges with rurality. We then proceed to locate 
Crimson Brook Secondary College within these broader issues. Through a dual 
exploration of the broader social, political and economic influences that adversely 
position students and schools from low socio-economic backgrounds, and the way 
that this positioning informs the stances that schools take in relation to their stu-
dents, we argue for factoring back in the context of students’ schooling as a comple-
mentary explanation for students’ academic achievement.

Meritocratic Myths: The Influence of Low SES  
on Student Achievement

In Australia, as in most OECD nations, education (particularly schooling) has tradi-
tionally been regarded as the mechanism through which the ‘poorer classes’ are able 
to redress their low socio-economic status (SES). Indeed, most Australian states 
(led by the state of Victoria) introduced its citizens to compulsory schooling in 
the mid to late 1800s with the promise of a better life for graduates, albeit also for 
employers seeking a more and differently educated workforce. (See also Raymond 
William’s 1961 account of the resolution of these competing influences at the intro-
duction of mass schooling in England.) Hence, “with mass schooling, so it was 
thought, everyone was given an opportunity for social improvement, and for access 
to power and privilege which only a few in society had hitherto enjoyed” (Taylor, 
Rizvi, Lingard, & Henry, 1997, p. 126).

For the most part, this egalitarian view of education as the great social (and 
economic) equaliser is a myth. Since the introduction of compulsory schooling, 

Meritocratic Myths: The Influence of Low SES on Student Achievement
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low student achievement has been highly correlated with low socio-economic sta-
tus. In a recent example, Teese, Nicholas, Polesel, and Helme (2006) note that in 
2004 nearly two-thirds of low achievers completing the Victorian Certificate of 
Education (the qualification that students in their final year of secondary school-
ing receive in Victoria, Australia) came from low socio-economic backgrounds, 
while two-thirds of high achievers came from high to very high socio-economic 
backgrounds.

Similarly, the Tertiary Entrance Rank (TER: the ‘score’ allocated to Austral-
ian students on the basis of their final secondary school results and used to select 
between those applying for university entry) is consistently associated with socio-
economic background, such that low SES students have lower TERs compared to 
students from wealthier backgrounds (Teese, 2000; Teese & Polesel, 2003). It is not 
surprising, then, that students from low socio-economic backgrounds are under-rep-
resented in higher education generally—currently at around 15% of the university 
student population in Australia compared with 25% of all people from low socio-
economic backgrounds (DEST, 2007)—and, specifically, are under-represented in 
Australia’s elite Group of Eight universities and in those disciplines closest to what 
Bourdieu (1988) describes as the fields of social and economic power (James, Bald-
win, Coates, Krause, & Mclnnis, 2004), such as medicine and law.

This association between students’ (low) SES and (low) achievement is a con-
sistent theme in Australian education, not simply explained away as misrepre-
sentations associated with focusing on one (Australian) system and not simply a 
feature of contemporary times. For example, while Australian school students as a 
group (compared to most of their counterparts in other advanced economies) per-
form extremely well on international PISA tests in literacy and numeracy (OECD, 
2004), Barry McGaw (the recently retired Director of the Directorate for Educa-
tion in the OECD) (2006) notes that the gap between high and low achieving 
Australian students is among the highest in OECD countries, with low achievers 
characterised by their low socio-economic status.� And, in Australian universi-
ties, the under-representation of low SES students has not altered significantly 
since the early 1990s (James, 2002; James et al., 2004) when these students were 
first identified as an ‘equity group’ in higher education and became the target of 
programs aimed at increasing their enrolment (DEET, 1990; Gale & McNamee, 
1994, 1995).

It would be difficult to read such broad scale data without concluding that school-
ing does not simply reward able students. Indeed, Teese et al.’s (2006) reading of this 
data is that, “achievement differences are the means through which social disadvan-
tage is relayed” (p. 18). The claimed meritocratic basis for schooling, particularly 
as this is encountered at local sites, tends to mask the social and economic roots of 
under-achievement (Young, 2006). It is so endemic that some suggest that the “best 
advice we can give to a poor child keen to get ahead through education is to choose 
richer parents” (Connell, 1993, p. 22). In the Australian context, rurality and low 
socio-economic status together combine to produce the greatest educational disad-

�   This is a gap reminiscent of the one emerging in labour market remunerations (Gale, 2005).
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vantage, prevailing against completion of schooling and entry to higher education 
and affecting the development of post-school aspirations and expectations of young 
people (Alloway et al., 2004; James et al., 1999). With their significant under-repre-
sentation in post-compulsory education, the evidence suggests that: 

individuals’ chances of going to university in Australia are still determined by their geo-
graphical locations and the social stratum to which their families belong. Despite the mush-
rooming growth in higher education and the overall expansion in access throughout the 
late 1980s and into the early 1990s, regional and social imbalances in higher education 
participation appear strongly resistant to change. (James et al., 1999, pp. 4–5)

Locating Crimson Brook Secondary College  
Within These Broader Issues

One way in which to think about the influence of these broader constraints on stu-
dent achievement is in terms of positions and stances. Bourdieu refers to the social 
contexts in which individuals act as ‘fields’, ‘markets’ and ‘games’: that is, “struc-
tured space[s] of positions in which the positions and their interrelations are deter-
mined by the distribution of different kinds of resources or ‘capital’” (Thompson, 
1991, pp. 13–14). The volume and structure of capital (economic, cultural, social 
and symbolic) possessed by individuals determines their position in a field and 
positions “interact with habitus to produce different postures ( prises de position)” 
(Mahar et al., 1990, p. 8, emphasis original), or stances. Individuals endowed with 
an equivalent overall capital can differ in their stances. Concomitantly, similar dis-
positions can generate very different, sometimes opposing, stances depending on 
the structure of the field (Bourdieu, 1991). For these reasons Bourdieu suggests 
that positions and stances warrant simultaneous analysis (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 
1992).

Thinking this way suggests the necessity of a dual exploration of:

(i)	 the broader social, political and economic influences that adversely position 
students from low socio-economic backgrounds and the schools they attend; 
and

(ii)	 the way that this positioning informs the stances that schools take in relation to 
their students.

We consider each of the above in turn.

Positioning Students

The broader social, political and economic influences in this context position stu-
dents from low socio-economic backgrounds adversely in a number of ways. Per-
haps most apparent is the way that students are positioned as being ‘without’.

Locating Crimson Brook Secondary College Within These Broader Issues
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Without Resources

Crimson Brook’s socio-economic status creates problems that adversely influence 
students’ schooling. Many experience problems related to: 

•	 hunger—“they come to school and they haven’t eaten since the day before” 
(Teacher # 17),

•	 homelessness—“We have many students who … haven’t lived with … a par-
ent since they were five or six” (Principal), some “wander the streets at night” 
(Teacher # 17), and of

•	 financial hardship—“sometimes kids don’t have books and stuff like that ‘cause 
their parents can’t afford it” (Teacher # 17).

For many students, “just to get to the door [of the school] is a major feat” (Prin-
cipal). Some “come from horrific backgrounds” (Teacher # 16). Others “come to 
school and they haven’t eaten since the day before … That’s pretty common … 
[or] they haven’t been home for two days” (Teacher # 17). Even for those whose 
basic requirements of food and shelter are met, the limited disposable income of 
their parents can make it difficult to supplement their children’s schooling. As one 
teacher recounted, “you go into some of the [students’] houses and there’s not a 
book anywhere to be seen, there’s not a newspaper … so there’s no back-up material 
for kids” (Teacher # 18). It is not uncommon for teachers to:

carry a very big pencil case [for] those that don’t have pens or pencils … There’s also a 
resource hire scheme here. Now if your [parents] don’t pay that … [or don’t let the school 
know] if you’re having trouble by the cut-off date … half-way through the year [the school] 
go through [the list of students] and take these textbooks off the kids … I was in this class-
room … [in which] they had all their books taken off them and I thought, “This is useless. 
What are we going to do?” … And I thought about it and I said, “Well they can’t have text-
books, [but] I can have textbooks.” So I then went to the library and got about 12 of these 
books … I borrowed them in my name and I took them back … at the end of the lesson … 
That’s what I do now … So you sort of get to know what they need and … you just find 
your own ways to make it easier. (Teacher # 21)

Illustrated here is the way in which the institutional habitus of the school can work 
against students’ access to resources, how teachers are positioned in this and the 
stances that are available to them; what they can and cannot do. It is not simply that 
students in disadvantaged schools lack resources. It is also about how schools and 
school systems structure the learning environment and the spaces available within 
this for teachers to act in students’ interests.

The socio-economic circumstances of students’ families can also mean that they 
miss out on opportunities to be involved in extra-curricular activities. As one stu-
dent told us:

We’re fundraising because we’ve got an all-girls soccer team … and we’ve got no transport 
to get [to the nearby regional city] … We had to pull out [of the competition after one game] 
this term because we had no transport … I think the idea is that we go down next term after 
we’ve fundraised a bit … or fundraise for the rest of the year and then start off fresh the 
next year. (Student # 25)
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As with the classroom example, resource issues are the responsibility of individuals 
(students, parents, teachers, etc) rather than systems, which are structured in ways 
that require individuals to provide these resources in order for them to participate. 
The connection between under-resourcing and failure seems built into the system. 
Indeed, stories related to the adverse positioning of students as a result of their low 
socio-economic backgrounds are common in the school. To take just one illustration 
among several, consider the mother of more than ten children who struggles with 
the costs of their education. Resourcing their activities at school is all but beyond 
her capabilities. For instance:

… they learn cooking. A lot of students can’t really afford the cooking anyway … And 
school is expensive. It is very expensive. Now if you’ve got one child at school, you’re 
pretty well laughing, but if you’ve got more than one child at school you’re not laughing 
anymore, you’re finding it very, very hard … Like with their books … I mean, let’s face it, 
the price of books is ridiculous … Then you’ve got their costs in their travels … If they’ve 
got to travel [for excursions], okay, they’ve got to travel … Or if they’re placed in a job 
placement you might have to find transport backward and forward [to the nearby regional 
city] for them if you haven’t got [transport] yourself … But if you can’t do it your kid is 
going to miss out. And a lot of times you really want to get hold of the government and the 
schools … and strangle them because it’s so very hard for a child to do school nowadays. It’s 
going back to [the days when] some could go to school and some couldn’t. (Parent # 24)

In contexts such as this, where social, political and economic influences position 
students without resources, considerable adjustments need to be made to counteract 
the adverse impact of material poverty on students’ academic achievement. It is not 
simply about giving these families more money. It is also about how schooling is 
arranged in ways that require this money and how money is positioned as the only 
or main resource. In this equation, those without money are bereft of all resources, 
which is clearly a false economy of disadvantaged communities.

Without Hope or Purpose; Without a Working Future

Context also positions students at Crimson Brook without hope or purpose; with-
out a working future.� As discussed in Chap. 1, the students are conscious of their 
community’s economic vulnerability and know that it will be difficult to obtain 
employment in town after they graduate. There tends to be disillusionment, espe-
cially among older students, about the real value of schooling, given the lack of 
employment opportunities. Indicative of this, rural and remote areas in Australia 
consistently demonstrate low retention rates and higher numbers of early school 
leavers (Kenyon et al., 2001). In 2005, the school’s retention rate (final year enrol-
ment as a percentage of the first year cohort) was 58% while for the state as a whole, 
it was 75% for boys and 85% for girls.

�   Even aside from remunerated work, there are few community organisations within Crimson 
Brook. With little in the way of opportunities to undertake volunteer work in the town, some resi-
dents feel as though they don’t have a functioning future or an employed future.

Locating Crimson Brook Secondary College Within These Broader Issues
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At the time of our research, the school’s Principal suggested that roughly 3% of 
final-year students planned to go on to tertiary education, some planned on seek-
ing employment, while many others intended to apply for unemployment benefits. 
Indeed, the lack of employment opportunities in the community seems to play on 
the minds of students, impacting on their future aspirations:

There are some kids here who are second, third or even fourth, fifth generation unemployed 
… and they don’t see a lot of activity around the place … there’s not a lot of inspiration. 
They can’t look out the window and see something going on like you can [in the city] … So 
there’s nothing here for them to say, “That’s where I’d like to work”. (Teacher # 18)

Similarly, a lack of occupational role models in rural communities means that 
students have fewer images from which to draw in envisioning what they might 
become (Alloway et al., 2004). These factors also affect the value students place on 
schooling. As one parent pointed out, the town:

is so small and there’s not [many] job opportunities at all here when they leave [school]. 
Already you know [some of them are] just going to sit at home … on [unemployment 
benefits] … And there’s always, “Why should we go to school? It’s not going to get us 
anything”. (Parent # 22)

Teachers also noticed that “sometimes the kids just can’t be bothered to do anything 
so that’s why they don’t do well. They haven’t got the motivation to try” (Teacher # 
19). Another teacher spoke of two students who were in her class in the previous 
year:

[They] dropped out [of school] … and I would see them walking around the streets … 
drunk or sniffing glue at 11 o’clock in the morning, doing absolutely nothing with their 
lives but they’re not in school either. I worry about kids like that … I guess … they couldn’t 
see any end in sight. (Teacher # 22)

Some parents alluded to the dilemma in sending their children to school, as there’s 
“nothing to go for”:

You can’t force them to go to school. You can’t force them to learn and we’re stuck between 
a rock and a hard place. The kids come home, “I don’t want to go to school”. And you say, 
“You’ve got to”. “I don’t want to”. You know, you can sit there and say “you’ve got to” till 
the cows come home … but they just don’t want to go anymore … There is nothing left for 
the kids to go for. (Parent # 24)

She also revealed how some students strategically plan, getting help from friends 
at times, to “make sure they get suspended” (Parent # 24). “They’re very good at it 
… [When] they tell you they’ll be home before the end of the day you know they’re 
going to” (Parent # 24). As this parent recounted:

The child goes to school but there is nothing there that the child wants to do or learn or can 
get his hands or sink his teeth into … so he doesn’t want to do it. So he gets either (1) sus- 
pended, or (2) finds a little bunch of buddies and they go and have a smoke or they spray 
paint things and graffiti them or they break in and they burn and they destroy because 
there’s nothing there for them and it’s like, get even, you know, and that’s exactly what 
they’re doing, all the kids are doing is getting even on the system because there’s nothing 
there for them anymore. So they destroy it because they don’t want it anymore. (Parent # 24) 
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Picking up on the lack of employment opportunities in the area and consequent high 
unemployment, this same parent later commented:

You can have degrees in God knows what today but you can’t get a job … I know nurses 
out of work, doctors out of work … teachers … policemen. Where did their work get them? 
Still out of work and it’s not getting any better, it’s getting worse. So why push so much 
down their [throat] if it’s not going to do them any good? You know, to me I think they 
ought to learn hands on because hands on may be the only thing that’s going to give them 
any chance in life at all. (Parent # 24)

Much research confirms that students’ willingness to continue with education is 
diminished by limited local employment opportunities or perceived poor future 
employment prospects (Black et al., 2000; Kenyon et al., 2001; Lupton, 2006). 
Similarly, research by James et al. (1999) suggests that rural students are signifi-
cantly less likely than urban students to believe that a university course will offer 
them the chance of an interesting and rewarding career and significantly more likely 
to believe that there is no point in going to university. As one teacher recounted:

In some cases … nobody in the family sees value in education so [the students] don’t see 
any value in education … One kid I spoke to … he just didn’t have an interest in anything 
and I said, “So why are you here? Because realistically, apart from the social aspects, you’re 
achieving nothing … When you leave here you’re gonna have a piece of paper that says you 
failed everything … That can’t make you feel good” … He was never a behaviour problem 
and just did nothing virtually … I said to him, “So what are you gonna do when you leave 
school?” He said, “I’ll stay home, go on [unemployment benefits]” … I found out that 
granddad and dad had both worked in the mine and had been [dismissed from work] … and 
they all lived in this one big house, grandma and granddad and mum and dad and about four 
or five kids … and they were all collecting various types of social security and nobody had 
bothered to do anything else. (Teacher # 18)

While we do not endorse the deficit discourses espoused by this particular teacher, 
the research suggests that students in rural contexts—and especially those from 
lower socio-economic backgrounds—are more likely to experience little family or 
community encouragement to continue with their education (Alloway et al., 2004; 
James et al., 1999). While some rural Australians are not necessarily convinced of 
the value of post-compulsory education for their children—particularly when this 
education is likely to involve student relocation and additional financial burdens 
(Alloway et al., 2004; James et al., 1999; Kenyon et al., 2001)—“nor are they nec-
essarily aware of the way in which changes in the world of work and in rural econo-
mies have given an added urgency to the need for young people to acquire skills and 
qualifications” (Alloway et al., 2004, p. 30).

Moreover, as Wilson (1987) points out, in a community such as this one:
with a paucity of regularly employed families and with the overwhelming majority of 
families having spells of long-term joblessness, people experience a social isolation that 
excludes them from the job network system that permeates other neighbourhoods and that 
is so important in learning about or being recommended for jobs that become available in 
various parts of the city. And as the prospects for employment diminish, other alternatives 
such as welfare and the underground economy are not only increasingly relied on, they 
come to be seen as a way of life. (p. 57)

Locating Crimson Brook Secondary College Within These Broader Issues



38 3 Student Achievement in Context

Giddens (1994, p. 185) similarly argues that welfare measures may create “exclu-
sionary ghettos” where “what seem to be economic benefits serve actually to fix an 
individual in a social position or status from which it is difficult to escape”.

In the school environment, then:
Some of [the students] just don’t even try. They don’t even bother trying; they don’t see the 
reason why they should try. They go home to parents who don’t work … I’m not putting 
the parents down … but because of the type of town it is and because of the high unemploy-
ment rate, they’re not seeing anything worthwhile in education; they’re not seeing what 
education can do for them … We’ve got students … [who are] just there because they’re 
bored shitless and [have] nowhere else to go. They don’t know what to do … Some students 
have said, “I’m just here for the [social security payments], that’s all”, so they’re not there 
for the fact of where they could go with their education. (Teacher # 16)

For some students, the broader social, political and economic influences induce 
an atmosphere of hopelessness. Irrespective of how well students do at school, it 
doesn’t overcome the reality of limited employment opportunities in the town. In 
effect, schooling prepares these young people for a future of unemployment ben-
efits, or for leaving the town.

It is this narrow imagination—that the single function of schooling is to provide 
access to employment—which is at the heart of the hopelessness and purposeless-
ness that ‘disadvantaged’ students in such communities feel towards their school-
ing. For many of these students, it is blatantly obvious that schooling does not and 
cannot deliver on such promises. Schools and their teachers are not able to control 
or even significantly influence employment conditions within their local communi-
ties, let alone alter broader social, political and economic conditions. They cannot 
manufacture employment for their graduating students; certainly not on any large 
scale. Nor can they guarantee the longevity of or access to particular employment 
now subject to the vagaries of a global economy and a global workforce.

Taking a Stance

Hence, while these broader social, political and economic influences adversely posi-
tion students from low socio-economic backgrounds, they also inform the stances 
that schools take in relation to their students.

Students Aren’t Likely to Do Well and Parents Aren’t Interested Anyway

In schools servicing disadvantaged communities, “low expectations and aspirations 
for student achievements are often endemic features of school cultures” (Lingard 
et al., 2003, p. 131). As one teacher explained to us, “within our school … we’ve got 
to watch that we don’t water down the curriculum just because of the fact that … [it] 
is in a low socio-economic town” (Teacher # 16).
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Indeed, a number of teachers expressed their concerns that “the junior curricu-
lum has been dumbed down” (Teacher # 17). One teacher recalled that: 

When I [first] came here I really noticed it. I just felt that [lack of] intellectual rigour com-
pared to my last school, I just couldn’t believe it, comparatively … That was a really big 
focus [last year], trying to raise intellectual quality while still catering for everybody … It 
was really hard … So that’s what we’re trying to improve. (Teacher # 17)

Schools also adopt stances in relation to disadvantaged parents, often assuming 
(incorrectly) that they are not interested in the education (and under-achievement) 
of their children (see Chap. 8 for a full exploration of this issue). This can reinforce, 
even contribute to, student outcomes anticipated by schools and teachers. As one 
parent told us: 

Last year [my friend’s son] failed English … It was an extreme shock. All through that year 
the boy thought he was doing okay … [and the parents] had no contact with the teacher, 
he’d never asked for parent interviews, he never let them know in any way whatsoever that 
[their son] was struggling. (Parent # 19)

Such parents were of the view that the school operated in the interests of ‘good 
families’ and that it was less concerned about the education of their ‘bad’ or 
‘deficient’ children. These parents believed that teachers had very low expectations 
of their children and barely noticed when they were underachieving. In short, by 
explaining student under-achievement in terms of their lack of ability, and accept-
ing poor academic results as natural or inevitable, the stances that teachers and 
schools take do not serve students’ best interests. Rather, they tend to reinforce the 
perception that students in these schools are not ‘cut out’ for the academic demands 
of schooling.

An Academic Curriculum Is Not Everything—They Need  
Hands-on Alternatives

While teachers in the school believed in the importance of catering for students with 
different futures, for one teacher, this meant that: “Not all kids are meant … to be 
spending four years of their life in university because they’d be wasting their time 
… They can get apprenticeships and try different avenues where their abilities are” 
(Teacher # 16).

Similarly, it was the Principal’s dream to build on the knowledges and skills of 
the marginalised in the community, and turn the school into a community education 
centre where the school might develop a:

shop front where [students] get training and if it’s a tourism venture, [learn about] interac-
tion with people, how to deal with customers. If it’s selling coffee, [learn about] how to 
bake cakes and how to work in that element … Showcasing the tables that my manual arts 
department produces. The stuff that they produce could be sold by the students … And I 
believe that by giving them that training in a sustainable business and teaching them how to 
set up businesses, they can then go out into the community and using the skills that they’ve 
got, such as gardening or making garden seats or baking cheesecakes, they can from their 
homes set up little businesses that will give them an income. (Principal)

Locating Crimson Brook Secondary College Within These Broader Issues
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Consider the similarities between the Principal’s ‘dream’ and the ‘alternative pro-
gram’ on offer within the school. Some of these students:

can’t cope with … having to sit down and read a book in class … [So] we take those kids 
out and give them to the alternative program teacher who … at the moment is planting 
[shrubs, flowers, trees, etc] and he tells them about chlorophyll and sunlight and things like 
that … [The alternative program teacher] refuses to do anything but hands-on stuff … so 
they basically work with him doing something around the school. (Teacher # 15)

The students also have classes with the Indigenous liaison officer who assists them 
with work prepared by the classroom teacher. Typically, teachers prepared tasks for 
students directed at developing their skills ‘to be able to live in society’:

I just try and give them games to build up their language skills. I still try and give them 
work to do that’s related to our class so that when they’re in our class on a Monday and 
Friday, they’re not feeling isolated, they’re not feeling like, “Well, why am I here for?” So 
they still have work related to the unit and the theme but I try and do things like … [play] 
the language game on the computer; get them to use the internet. I make them spend time 
reading out aloud to [the teacher aide]. I make them do spelling words … They still need 
to know how to spell. They still need to know how to read. They still need to know how to 
communicate basic things to be able to live in society. (Teacher # 16)

While such programs and their facilitators may have the best of intentions, the mes-
sage communicated to these students—who see themselves as not capable of doing 
the same work as their peers—is of low expectation. This reading of the futures 
that fit these students—that they require ‘hands-on’ alternatives to the academic 
curriculum—is illustrative of the deficit stance taken by the school. As Kalantzis, 
Cope, Noble, and Poynting (1990, p. 221) argue, ‘alternative’ courses for the ‘less 
academically inclined’, underpinned by the “rhetoric of choice, individual and com-
munity relevance, and democratically diversified curriculum … [have] an underside 
which in some other senses [is] not so democratic. In effect, it often [amounts] to a 
new form of streaming, dressed up in democratic garb”. Indeed, “providing special 
programmes and personnel in behaviour units to maintain these young people in 
the margins of school life devoid of credentials which they can trade upon leaving 
school, is an impoverished reading of the nature of educational dysfunction” (Slee, 
1995, p. 10). As valuable as general and vocational studies are, then, they should be 
accompanied by opportunities for students to also access areas of the curriculum of 
high cognitive demand (including within vocational programs)—and, in turn, the 
careers that depend on them (Teese, 2006).

Two Translations of the Same Sentence

While improving the quality of teaching for students from low socio-economic 
backgrounds is an important issue, it is not all we need do to ‘fix’ their under-
achievement. We also need to factor back in ‘external constraints’, and specifi-
cally, the broader social, political and economic influences that adversely position 
students and schools from low socio-economic backgrounds, and the way that this 
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positioning informs the stances that teachers and schools take in relation to their 
students. As has been illustrated in this chapter, the broader social, political and eco-
nomic influences in this context position students from low socio-economic back-
grounds without resources, without hope or purpose and without a working future; 
all of which help to explain student disengagement and under-achievement. In such 
contexts, institutional stances of low expectation for both student achievement and 
parent interest and involvement adopted by the school and its teachers do not serve 
students’ best interests or work towards improving their academic outcomes.

However, we do not wish to suggest that schools and teachers are solely to blame 
for such arrangements. While teachers might be encouraged to have higher expecta-
tions, these cannot be divorced from the very real contextual constraints and reali-
ties faced by the students they teach. As Bourdieu himself suggests, and which is 
acknowledged above, the field of positions is methodologically inseparable from 
the field of stances. This is precisely why both spaces, that of objective positions 
and that of stances, must be analysed together, “treated as ‘two translations of the 
same sentence’ as Spinoza put it” (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992, p. 105). It remains, 
nevertheless, that, “in a situation of equilibrium, the space of positions tends to com-
mand the space of position-takings” (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992, p. 105, emphasis 
original). It is this ‘space of positions’, what we have discussed here in terms of 
‘context’, that requires our attention if the academic outcomes of disadvantaged 
students are to be improved. Similarly, ‘the space of position-takings’, what teach-
ers (can) do, needs to be understood as constrained by this context.

In all of this, we recognise that there is:
a fine line between highlighting the constraints imposed by poverty, social class, immigrant 
or refugee status, learning difficulties, residential transience or the experience of being 
in care so that schools can be equipped and teachers trained to deal with them better, and 
allowing them to become the excuse for low expectations and inequitable provision based 
on race, class or gender stereotypes. (Thrupp & Lupton, 2006, p. 318)

Regardless, we would argue that:
a more serious recognition of context could give rise to fairer evaluation of school perform-
ance, a fairer distribution of resources, and the provision of more appropriate advice and 
support to schools in less favourable contexts. All of these, we argue, would enable better 
responses to the needs of marginalised school populations. (Thrupp & Lupton, 2006, p. 311)

Two Translations of the Same Sentence
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This chapter examines what it means to ‘do school’ in a regional Australian town, 
explored through the eyes of its teachers, parents and students. As introduced in 
Chap. 1, like many disadvantaged schools, Crimson Brook Secondary College has 
diff iculty attracting and retaining quality teachers, instead relying on a high turno-
ver of often reluctant staff who are sent (or feel compelled) to f ill positions unable 
to be resourced through teacher choice procedures. Overlaying this is a general 
lack of experienced staff, including four f irst year teachers, a Deputy Principal ten 
weeks into the position, and a Head of Department who is also a f irst year teacher. 
There are few mentors for staff other than the Principal and a second, slightly more 
experienced, Head of Department, who is responsible for the induction program for 
f irst year staff.

Our interest is in the way that disadvantage is reproduced for marginalised 
students in the school, which we explore through the transience and mobility of 
teachers working in this community, and the connections this has with teacher com-
mitments to schooling in the town and parents’ and students’ understandings of the 
‘outside’ value of their community. We argue that teacher mobility can influence 
the educational opportunities of students who are ‘on the margins’ of school suc-
cess and of the socio-economic structure. In making this argument, we draw on 
Bourdieu’s notion that, unlike economic capital, cultural capital cannot be transmit-
ted instantaneously; that its accumulation requires an investment, above all, of time. 
Apart from problems associated with leaving school early or at best maintaining an 
absent presence, students on the margins of the schooling system are heavily reli-
ant on their teachers: (1) having ‘the right stuff’, (2) being able to pass it on and  
(3) being around long enough for this to happen, at least in some minimal way.

Our basic argument is that teacher mobility is involved in reproducing disad-
vantage by limiting students’ access to the dominant cultural capital of schooling. 
Educational policies and politics that reward teacher mobility or encourage teach-
ers to move in and out of these communities, can work to disadvantage students. 
We conclude that what is needed is a transformation in policies governing staff 
placements to establish alternatives that redef ine the reward system for teachers in 
ways that permit these students to succeed. It is not simply about changing staff ing 
arrangements in the interests of students alone but it is about ensuring that students’ 
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interests are not the last to be considered. In addition, opportunities for teacher 
growth and development need to be created so that the school is seen as a place 
worth going to, both professionally and personally. It is this kind of workplace that 
has real potential to attract and retain teachers for professional reasons, not simply 
because of the possibility of increased f inancial return or teacher transfer rating 
points that, in the end, are accumulated in order to aid moving out.

We begin our account with a brief rehearsal of Bourdieu’s analysis of the school-
ing system as generally reproductive of disadvantage. This is followed by our focus 
on teacher mobility: f irst, on the diff iculties that the school experiences in attracting 
‘good’ teachers (those endowed with high levels of the dominant cultural capital); 
secondly, on the high levels of teacher turnover (even among those with low levels 
of dominant cultural capital); and thirdly, on teachers who reside in the community 
but choose not to be part of it.

Debunking Meritocracy

Bourdieu writes extensively about the central role that schools play in reproducing 
social and cultural inequalities. Once thought by some as capable of introducing 
a form of meritocracy by privileging individual aptitudes over hereditary privi-
leges, the school system is viewed by Bourdieu (1998b) as an institution for the 
reproduction and legitimation of dominance through the hidden linkages between 
scholastic aptitude and cultural heritage. With the cultural capital of the dominant 
group embodied in schools, educational differences are frequently ‘misrecognised’ 
as resulting from ‘individual giftedness’ rather than from class based differences.

The injustices of “allowing certain people to succeed, based not upon merit but 
upon the cultural experiences, the social ties and the economic resources they have 
access to, often remains unacknowledged in the broader society” (Wacquant, 1998, 
p. 216). Hence, the implicit demands of the educational system “maintain the pre-
existing order, that is, the gap between pupils endowed with unequal amounts of 
cultural capital” (Bourdieu, 1998b, p. 20) in ways that are largely unrecognised by 
actors engaged in the school system—teachers, students, and their parents—and 
often against their will (Bourdieu & Passeron, 1990). That is, those involved in 
reproducing the social order often do so without either knowing they are doing so 
or wanting to do so (Bourdieu, 1998b). This is how we read much of the mobility 
of the teachers we examine below. As implied above and expanded below, teach-
ers frequently do not see and often do not intend the social sorting that schooling 
imparts on students.

Bourdieu’s further insight is that cultural capital cannot be transmitted instanta-
neously; its accumulation requires an investment, above all, of time. In other words, 
while cultural capital has the potential capacity to produce prof its, it takes time to 
accumulate and is not readily available to everyone on the same basis. Hence, there 
is a clear imperative to “start early and to pursue its accumulation for as long as 
possible” (Gale & Densmore, 2000, p. 97). But, according to Bourdieu (1997), “the 
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length of time for which a given individual can prolong his [sic] acquisition process 
depends on the length of time for which his family can provide him with the free 
time, i.e., time free from economic necessity” (pp. 49–50). Marginalised groups, 
such as some of the residents from Crimson Brook, are also those who are least 
likely to be free from the urgency of economic necessity. The reality is that time in 
school is a luxury for many poor, ethnic minority students.

We Need to Attract and Keep Good Teachers

Like many other schools in rural and regional Australia, one of the enduring char-
acteristics of the college is that it experiences diff iculty attracting and retaining 
quality staff. In this school:

We f ind it extremely diff icult to keep good teachers. And we f ind it extremely diff icult to 
get good teachers. If we could in some way, I don’t know how we’d do it, get and keep good 
teachers, I think kids would do better at school … [If I could change anything] I would try 
and attract and keep good teachers. Teachers who were good at what they did, were capable 
and cared about the kids. That would provide stability of staff ing … [That’s our problem.] 
We don’t have quality teachers and so you either have to work with what you’ve got and 
have a real emphasis on pedagogy and supporting them and teaching them to teach in a dif-
ferent way that’s more effective for kids, or we need to recruit better staff. (Teacher # 22)

While length of service is not a direct indicator of teacher quality, a high proportion 
of staff who work in the school are relatively inexperienced. The year in which the 
research took place was typical in this respect:

We have four f irst year teachers this year [in a staff that is] under 20. Four brand new teach-
ers. We have another two that have been teaching for a number of years and another one 
that’s been teaching for probably three years part-time. So they’re all getting used to the 
procedures in this school. (Teacher # 15)

One of the consequences of this early career staff ing prof ile concerns student disci-
pline, at least in the minds of students:

It’s a bit hard with all the f irst year teachers … with discipline and stuff … [If the teachers] 
don’t sort of discipline the [disruptive students], they just run rank and then no one actually 
gets anything done and it sort of is hard on the students because there’s a lot who want to do 
the work but there’s a lot who don’t and then they can’t do it. (Student # 22)

Parents too are concerned about the kind of education available from beginning 
teachers. Within the community, there is: 

a perception that we haven’t got experienced teachers in this school, that a lot of our teach-
ers are graduates and I don’t think they feel that they’re getting as much from a graduate as 
they might do from say a teacher that’s been here f ive or six years and knows the ropes and 
is conf ident in their position. That’s just one perception that I have is that they don’t feel 
that their kids are getting the best education. (Parent # 19)

Perhaps this concern has some grounding in that staff in the school, f irst year teach-
ers included, f ind themselves teaching out of their areas of specialisation. As one 
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teacher confessed, “I’m a f irst year teacher … I teach English and Studies of Soci-
ety and Environment but I’m qualif ied to teach English and Maths” (Teacher # 16). 
However, for the school’s Principal, who is more acutely aware of the shortcomings 
of her staff and of the school’s failure to adequately prepare its students, the issues 
are far closer to home:

There are staff here who—and I’ll be very honest—the schools in [the nearby regional city] 
won’t have … Some of the staff were transferred here because either they were seen as not 
reaching benchmarks in performance at other schools or, because of their reputations and 
ability, the schools wouldn’t take them. Whereas, we were desperate so we’d say, “Look, 
we’ll have them”. (Principal)

This diff iculty experienced by the school in attracting and retaining quality staff is 
a challenge to students’ access to the dominant cultural capital. As Bourdieu sug-
gests, exposure to the educative effects of the cultural capital of dominant groups 
is necessary for success at school; it is the knowledge of and familiarity with mid-
dle class culture that is rewarded and recognised. For students from marginalised 
groups, whose families’ cultural capital—their dispositions, competencies, attitudes 
and values—is not always highly valued in schools, access to its dominant forms 
is frequently limited to time at school. So while staff in the school are bearers of 
highly prized capitals with their knowledges, skills and modes of expression consti-
tuting the heritage of the cultivated classes, for some students their only exposure 
to this cultural competence is in the form of interactions with these very teachers. If 
we consider Bourdieu’s observation that the acquisition of cultural capital involves, 
among other things, extended periods of time with those who are themselves 
endowed with ‘strong’ cultural capital, the importance of attracting and retaining 
quality staff in the school takes on a new signif icance for students’ learning. Such 
transmission and accumulation is time-intensive, but it also relies on the quality of 
one’s associations (with those who know). It is therefore not only time in associa-
tion with teachers (as those who possess the cultural capital of the dominant) that is 
important, but time in the company of quality teachers.

Once We Get Them Here, They Move on

Coupled with the problems of attracting quality staff, which invariably means that 
those they do attract are often inexperienced f irst year teachers, the school also 
faces frequent teacher turnover. As one student mentioned: 

I don’t know what the teachers are like at other schools but we’re getting teachers in and 
out all the time … changing too much. Like this year in English we’ve had two teachers and 
we’re on our third one already. And everyone has a different teaching style so you’ve got to 
adjust from one to the other. (Student # 20)

At least one teacher agreed that “we have a big problem at school with our staff 
turnover” (Teacher # 22). Indeed, some staff considered teacher mobility part and 
parcel of working in a regional school:
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It’s always a fairly young staff here because being like any country school, it’s not on 
the coastline and so you get a regular turnover … It was the same when I was in [another 
regional town]. The year I left, I was one of about 17 or something, you know, more than 
half the staff turn over in one year. It’s very diff icult for the kids. (Teacher # 18)

For Crimson Brook Secondary College, the year of our study was exceptional in 
this regard: 

We’ve been unfortunate this year, we’ve had just huge staff changes. For me, it’s just been 
a nightmare, there’s been seven teachers alone in [the f irst year of secondary school] this 
year … It’s just huge. [The second year of secondary school] has also seen a total change 
in Humanities teachers. The two teachers that started the beginning of [the year], they don’t 
have them now, they have two totally new teachers. (Teacher # 17)

Speaking about the impact of this teacher mobility on students, one teacher 
commented:

I was speaking to a teacher today who teaches a senior class and he’s their third teacher this 
year … I walked into his classroom yesterday … and he asked me to talk to the students 
because [they] had a bit of a crisis of conf idence with [him]. He didn’t think that they 
thought he could teach early childhood because he was a male so I asked him to leave the 
room while I spoke to the students and they told me that, basically, it boiled down to him 
having a different teaching style, and they had had their old teacher and then they had to 
adapt to someone new and then she came back, now they’ve got another one … So it really 
directly impacts upon them because they’re the ones that have to deal with new teachers. 
(Teacher # 15)

Teacher turnover in this context poses a real threat to students’ sustained access to 
dominant cultural capital and suggests that there is more to students’ diff iculties 
than what is particular to them alone. At times, educational institutions and their 
representatives actually construct students’ diff iculties, not just in how and what 
knowledge is privileged but also in its processes of transmission and accumulation. 
As Thomson (2000) points out:

Schools with high turnover of teachers, casualised support staff, and/or high turnover of 
leadership may appear on the surface to be ‘like’ others. Yet is it hardly possible for a school 
to consider making a difference, when two thirds of the teachers leave each year—and that 
indeed is the situation in some of the schools. (p. 165)

Being There Without Being There: Mobility of Hearts  
and Minds

While attracting and retaining good teachers are important issues for schools 
located within Australian regional communities, parents and students in our study 
also desired staff willing to make the community their home. For example, one of 
the parents told us that she didn’t “feel that [the Principal had] lived up to expecta-
tion” (Parent # 19). She went on to say:

To start with she told [the school] that she wanted to make Crimson Brook her home, that 
this was going to be the school that she retired from, that she wanted this to be her f inal 
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position and she was going to really make something out of it because she had so much 
that she wanted to offer the kids … Now she’s talking about perhaps applying for a transfer 
so I just wonder did she [tell us] the things that we wanted to hear? … But this school is 
diff icult. You know, the kids are diff icult. The community is diff icult. If they don’t like you 
they’ll never like you basically. So she’s sort of pushing a big stone uphill really because 
I think the perception in the town probably is that she isn’t the person that they wanted … 
She doesn’t want to get involved with the town and yet that was what she said in the f irst 
place, she wanted to live in the town and be part of it. And there are functions that we have 
now and then, we ask her would she like to welcome [the people] and she says, “Oh no, 
that’s P&C [Parents and Citizens’ Association] business. It’s got nothing to do with me”. So 
she’s basically putting a barrier up and you can’t do that in a town like this. You’ve got to 
be a part of the town and that is what I thought we were getting. (Parent # 19)

Indicated here is a particular conception of the relations between school and com-
munity: a desire by the community for staff to get involved with the town and 
make it their home. However, because of its relatively close proximity, most of the 
school’s teachers live in the nearby regional city and commute to and from Crimson 
Brook on a daily basis, interacting with the community as far as the boundaries of 
the school day dictate. This is desired both because of the approval and acceptance 
of the community that such acts convey and because it provides the community 
with greater access to privileged linguistic and cultural competencies, necessary in 
achieving success in social institutions.

For several members of the community, the mobility of teachers associated with 
the school communicated a low outside valuing of the community, and is a good 
example of what some perceived as educational experiences in less than satisfactory 
circumstances. More broadly, it exemplif ies regional schools having to ‘make do’ 
because the necessary resources taken for granted in major cities—in this case, ready 
access to those with the cultural capital of the dominant—are in short supply.

Teachers who live in and are committed to the community are more respected by 
students. As one parent told us in relation to his son:

I talk to some of the [teacher] aides over [at the secondary school] and I say, “Well, how’d 
he go with the English lesson there?” … And one of the [teacher] aides says, “He’s good 
when I’m in the classroom”. She’s an [Indigenous Australian] and he respects her so when 
she says, “Do this”, he’ll do it … She’s someone that he’s grown up with. (Parent # 21)

Another Crimson Brook resident—one of the few staff to live in the community and 
one of three Indigenous staff members—told us of the positive relationship that she 
has with the school’s students:

I go to barbecues, or if one of the kids have a party, I’m actually invited because I know a 
lot of them. I’ve lived here for over 20 years see. A lot of the kids here they’ve known my 
kids and they hang around the same circle, same football team. So I know a lot of them. 
If someone has a going away party I’m usually invited and I know them. Like one’s my 
nephew and my niece and my God-daughter and things like that. So I know ‘em all. Mix 
in well. (Teacher # 21)

She f inds that this helps her in her role as a teacher aide. For example:
there [were] three kids. They were kids [who were receiving learning support] and another 
teacher aide had them and I was in the library with my class and they were playing up. 
They’re pretty naughty kids and two of them were f ighting, actually physically f ighting. 
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And the lady with them was saying, “Stop it. Stop it”. And I just looked up and I thought, 
you know, they’re f ighting so I said to one who I knew personally, “You, stop it. Get up and 
stop it now”, and he did. I’m very close to his father and his father is my husband’s best 
mate, you know … I’ve got that good rapport with the kids and that helps. It really does. I 
mean if they hate you, you haven’t got a chance. (Teacher # 21)

Bourdieu would argue that it is the prof itability of the cultural capital of the domi-
nant, and it is teachers’ access to such cultural capital, that facilitate their rela-
tionships within the community. That is, their knowledges, skills, and modes of 
expression constitute the heritage of cultivated classes (Bourdieu & Passeron, 
1979); they are examples of the middle class culture, attitudes, and values the 
school assumes in all its pupils (Henry et al., 1988). The respect shown to such 
staff could be because some members of the community consider them to be bear-
ers of highly prized capitals and recognise the importance of spending time in 
company with them.

Leaving as the Beginning Premise

So, how can such schools encourage staff to stay longer, or attract better staff to the 
school? In her efforts to address this, the Principal:

worked very hard with the P&C to get our school’s yearly [teacher transfer rating points] 
changed from 2, which is what the [nearby regional city] schools are rated, to 3 … But it’s 
still not enough because [to transfer back to the capital of the state] you really need 20 or 21 
points. For instance, we had a staff member here last year who’d been here 12 years and still 
didn’t have enough points to get to [the capital of the state] … because there were people 
from out west who have higher ratings. (Principal)

These teacher transfer rating points are determined by the levels of complexity of 
the schools in question in combination with their geographical isolation. However, 
while increased teacher transfer rating points may help to reduce staff shortages in 
the community, they do not necessarily attract high quality or experienced teachers, 
or teachers who are inclined to stay. Moreover, the incentive scheme for teachers 
who work in remote areas of the state—which includes compensation cash benef its, 
incentive cash benef its to encourage teachers to remain in a particular location, 
extended emergent leave provisions and induction programs—does not apply to 
Crimson Brook Secondary College as the scheme operates for centres that have a 
transfer rating of 4 points or above. Yet the parents of the community try to encour-
age the Principal to appoint “teachers who are going to stay … [The Principal is] 
very aware that it would be a good idea for teachers to come to the school and stay 
for longer than a year” (Teacher # 15).

While the community desires staff who want to make the town their home, there 
are a number of reasons why the school has diff iculty attracting and retaining teach-
ers, including the poor standard and lack of subsidised departmental housing, and 
harassment from the community. From the Principal’s own experience, the state’s 
Education Department:



50 4 Where Are the Good Teachers When You Need Them?

can’t offer [staff ] decent housing [in this community]. I was in a house that up until a month 
ago was probably below anything any Principal in this state would live in … It’s a very poor 
standard house. We pay the same rate per week as someone living in a Departmental house 
in any other city or town in [the state]. Other places have security and air conditioning and 
… we have none of that and … I’ve been broken into, I have been assaulted in my house 
through not having secure facilities … I can’t even have my piano in my house because 
the roof leaks so badly … So I can’t say to staff, “There’s good houses”. In addition to 
that there are only four [Departmental] houses in town so that doesn’t house all my staff 
anyway. (Principal)

As for others on staff, “if you were a young staff member you wouldn’t want to live 
in town either” (Principal), because:

you are subjected to abuse … I’ve got one staff member who’s had their tyres slashed three 
times in the past two years [while the car has been] housed in their garage … He has had 
windows broken, he has been assaulted, he has had [rocks thrown on his roof ] constantly, 
he’s exposed to verbal harassment constantly … And I’ve got a married staff member liv-
ing in [Departmental] quarters that [has] had to cut down every ounce of greenery in the 
yard because ex-students were hiding and they were concerned about break and enter … 
So that’s the atmosphere you live in … So I can’t encourage families to live in my town. I 
can’t encourage young females particularly to live in town. (Principal)

However, the Principal did suggest that her:
position [in the community] has improved very much … When I f irst moved in I was 
treated like everybody else [who is new to Crimson Brook]. I’m treated very well by the 
community now and don’t get any sort of harassment now but it’s taken me two and a half 
years. (Principal)

Of course, it might not be a matter of being singled out for such treatment because 
one is a teacher. Rather, it could be a reaction to:

anyone that’s new to the community. In fact we’re having diff iculty attracting and main-
taining outside students because they come to the school and they complain of harass-
ment because they’re not from the community or are different. In fact two that left, their 
parents bought a house in the community because it was low cost and they were looking 
at living here and the mother said to me, “I wish I would have known what the com-
munity was like before I moved in. I cannot live here”. And the children are now going 
to [city] schools. Now not all of the community is like that but unfortunately there’s 
enough of those type of people to make it diff icult for the people who want to move here. 
(Principal)

Given that it is a community within an economically depressed area with high 
welfare dependency, transience—both of professionals (such as teachers) and of 
community members—is a real issue. Perhaps the response of some from the com-
munity who “make it diff icult for the people who want to move here” could be 
interpreted as their reaction to a short lived, ‘here today and gone tomorrow’ com-
mitment they encounter in many newcomers to Crimson Brook. Interpreting teacher 
commitments to schooling in this regional area as poor and understanding the low 
‘outside’ valuing of their community, it is possible that these acts of harassment and 
abuse toward newcomers are physical enactments of their unspoken frustration at 
the evacuation of valued cultural capital from their community.
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Worth Being There

Teacher mobility is an important issue for teachers and students in disadvantaged 
communities. This is not simply a matter of teachers’ selective presence: there for 
a year or two and gone again. It is also about the scarcity of what teachers have to 
offer—the cultural capital of the dominant, often in short supply in marginalised 
regional communities—and the logic of its transmission bound up in extended peri-
ods of time in its company. These are signif icant issues when we consider that:

we do not enter f ields with equal amounts, or identical conf igurations, of capital. Some 
have inherited wealth, cultural distinctions from up-bringing and family connections. Some 
individuals, therefore, already possess quantities of relevant capital … which makes them 
better players than others in certain f ield games. Conversely, some are disadvantaged. 
(Grenfell & James, 1998a, p. 21)

For marginalised students in the school, teacher mobility poses a real threat to their 
access to the cultural capital of the dominant. While some people are born into 
hereditary privileges and cultural heritage that lead to scholastic aptitude, many oth-
ers suffer educational repercussions for having a cultural capital that is in the wrong 
currency (Gewirtz et al., 1995).

Although exposure to the cultural capital of dominant groups is necessary for 
success at school, teacher mobility in this regional area means that students who are 
most in need of time in the company of the bearers of highly prized capitals may be 
less likely to experience this. For teachers to make a difference in such schools and 
communities, they need to redress their mobility and the messages this conveys. At 
the same time, however, we acknowledge the complexities surrounding issues of 
teacher mobility, given the harassment, hostility, and abuse reported by newcom-
ers. The contradictions in this account are indeed perplexing: the very things the 
community would seem to want and need, work in ways to turn teachers away. 
Similarly, educational policies and politics that reward teacher mobility for moving 
out of these communities—what Connell (2009) describes as “perverse staff ing 
policies that concentrate experience where it is least needed” (p. 222)—also work 
to disadvantage students. What is needed is a transformation in policies governing 
staff placements to establish alternatives that redef ine the reward system for teach-
ers in ways that permit these students to succeed.

The current solution to the problem is to offer increased f inancial returns to 
attract quality teachers to work in diff icult schools and communities. But it is a 
misguided assumption that teachers in general, and particularly quality teachers, 
are driven by such inducements. Another way of reworking these arrangements is 
to rethink the social and cultural capital of teachers themselves. Why some teach-
ers choose to be mobile is not simply related to their desire to be somewhere else: 
closer to family and friends, services and the familiar. It is also about their view of 
‘teaching as work’ and the various opportunities afforded those who make strategic 
moves within the system. In this search for something better, ‘bad’ schools and 
communities are not necessarily ‘the problem’.
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Many teachers enter the profession seeking opportunities to make a difference 
in students’ lives and in the school communities they encounter, and they enjoy 
the particular challenges involved in working with/in them. But this kind of work 
is diff icult to do alone and is unsustainable without support, leading many good 
teachers to self-destruct (Connell, 2009). Within so-called ‘problem’ schools as well 
as in schools more generally, there is value in fostering a collaborative model of 
teachers’ work, creating opportunities for teacher growth and development within a 
learning community. Such opportunities help to preserve the resilience of teachers 
in the face of tough teaching situations and are an important resource in disadvan-
taged schools (Connell, 2009). It is this kind of workplace that has real potential 
to attract and retain teachers for professional reasons, not simply because of the 
possibility of increased f inancial return or teacher transfer rating points that, in 
the end, are accumulated in order to aid moving out. Similarly, to treat would-be 
mobile teachers, those who long to be elsewhere, as recalcitrant (and requiring vari-
ous forms of discipline) is to individualise ‘the problem’ and fail to recognise the 
benef its of a dynamic and collaborative staff for staff themselves as well as for 
school communities.

This kind of collaborative learning workplace is particularly important for teach-
ers at the beginning of their careers and for teachers located in ‘diff icult’ schools; 
a common combination, as illustrated above. Such learning environments provide 
opportunities for teachers to recognise and build understanding of issues of group 
difference often afforded them at the commencement of their career when they are 
f irst confronted by a multiplicity of cultures, communities, geographies, social 
classes, learning styles and so on.

It would be easy to read into this chapter a negative view of beginning teachers 
and teachers in general, but it is important to understand their comments and actions 
in relation to their current initiation into schools and school communities. How 
commencing teachers (particularly beginning teachers) are inducted into schools 
(especially disadvantaged and/or isolated schools) in ways that value their own con-
tribution and enhance their ability to bridge differences (for example, mentoring, 
ongoing professional development) is important. Commencing teachers bring new 
ideas and new knowledge into schools as well as encountering local knowledges, 
but they can be frustrated by the lack of participatory forums and structures that 
would enable them to make a difference by sharing their knowledge with others and 
by learning from others. Instead, as shown here, there is often a focus on their abil-
ity to discipline and control students and on their induction into associated forms of 
teacher–student relationships. Such a focus on reinforcing institutional procedures 
inhibits the growth of teacher understanding and student development.

In brief, teachers need to see the school as a place worth going to, both profes-
sionally and personally so that the community is not regarded as a negative place 
to be. It is possible to reconceive of their placement and to recognise positives in 
working in such a school. For example, the fact that this is a school in which teach-
ers really can make a difference for students and their communities, and that they 
have opportunities to do things, to take on responsibilities they probably could not 
do in another school because of their subservience to senior staff, can offer profes-
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sional and personal challenges that are potentially extremely fulf illing. Encourag-
ing community members to consider becoming teachers themselves is another way 
in which to make stronger connections between school and community, to reposi-
tion the school and its staff as centrally important to its community. Regional and 
disadvantaged schools also require structures to support the development of staff, 
through professional networks and so on. While education departments should con-
tinue to develop incentive packages for staff in rural schools, including housing, 
professional development and support opportunities, such packages should repre-
sent rural teaching as a long-term career option (Kenyon et al., 2001).

In all of this, what is important to understand is that while the extent to which 
teachers have a physical presence in these communities is important, the nature 
of that presence is possibly more important and it is this that teachers need to ‘pin 
down’. The issue is that “external wealth converted into an integral part of the per-
son, into a habitus, cannot be transmitted instantaneously” (Bourdieu, 1997, p. 48). 
Redressing teacher mobility is not simply about being there. It also requires com-
mitment to being there.
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To speak of an ideal is to lay claim to what ought or should be and to explain 
‘reality’ as deviation. Ideals serve to provide direction towards some desired goal 
and judgment about how well a perceived reality approximates that desire. In more 
recent times, the postmodernist critique has provided its own ‘reality check’ on 
modernist ideals, challenging the notion that there is one best way to reach utopian 
ends. The emergence of postmodern theories has signalled a general shift in ‘the 
structure of feeling’ (Harvey, 1989) from acquiescence to censure of the universal. 
But it is not as if there are no postmodern ideals. In these accounts, utopianism is 
more cogently understood as ‘heterotopianisms’. While we are convinced by such 
critique, that there are diverse goals of value and pathways to reach them, we admit 
to some uneasiness about a ‘postmodern pluralism’ in which ideals have the poten-
tial to wash away into relativism, where one ideal is as good as the next and ways 
of achieving them are also equally regarded. And we think that this tends to apply 
to some means and ends more than others.

In this chapter we take up these matters in the context of schooling, particularly 
as they relate to socially just ideals and practices. We begin by testing how effec-
tive schooling really is in advancing the interests of all students; asking for whom 
schooling is effective and the ways in which it recognises and deals with diverse 
interests. We then consider how things might be better, first in relation to what 
happens in classrooms and, second, with respect to what happens in school com-
munities. In our view, these two interests—in who benefits (and who does not) 
by current social arrangements and what can be done about them—are the central 
tenets of a socially critical orientation. Given our disposition for recognitive jus-
tice (Gale & Densmore, 2000), we regard self-identity and respect, self-expression 
and development, and self-determination as necessary conditions for socially just 
schooling. They form the ‘tests’ we apply, particularly in relation to how students 
are connected to schools and how decisions are made within their communities. We 
recognise that these matters are primarily concerned with the means rather than the 
ends of schooling although we do not entirely agree with the separation. Following 
Fraser (1997), we assume “that ‘distribution’ and ‘recognition’ are not antitheses 
but intimately linked when it comes to studying what school does to produce fair-
ness and unfairness, advantage and disadvantage, lesser and greater forms of social 
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equality” (Yates & McLeod, 2000, p. 62). Neither do we want to signal that a focus 
on recognitive justice is at the expense of distributive justice. ‘Who gets what’ re-
mains an important issue. Here we address this from the perspective of ‘how’.

Our analysis is confined to research and scholarship found in the academic lit-
erature rather than to data from Crimson Brook Secondary College. As indicated 
above, our purpose in this chapter is to identify ideals rather than what is. We begin 
with what we collectively (now) know about schooling and its effectiveness in mov-
ing beyond the goal of ‘compensation’ for the least advantaged and towards the re-
organisation of the cultural content of education as a whole. Having made the judg-
ment that things could be better, we then canvass areas in need of revision and draw 
out from the literature what those revisions might entail. Specifically, we ask: what 
should be the (learning) experiences of students in schools? And how and by whom 
should schools be managed? Rather than specific strategies for effective change, 
what we identify are principles to inform these strategies and beginning points for 
research that is cognisant of the uniqueness of specific educational contexts.

How Effective Are Schools for Students and Their Learning?

Success and failure at school are not distributed randomly among the population. 
Rather, there is a very well documented and strong correlation between social class 
and overall success in school (Henry et al., 1988). For some time, the blame for the 
academic failure of many children from working class backgrounds, ethnic minori-
ties and other marginalised groups has been placed at the feet of culturally ‘disad-
vantaged’ or ‘deprived’ children and their families (Knight, 1994). Like McInerney 
(2002), we use the term ‘disadvantaged’ with some reservation, given its deficit 
connotations in some circles, but it still remains a powerful descriptor of educational 
inequality. In some accounts, deviations from the cultural ideal are viewed as defi-
ciencies and imperfections, and ‘deprived’ children are seen to come from a group 
“with no cultural integrity of its own” (Boykin, 1986, p. 60). Terms such as ‘minor-
ity’ and ‘marginalised’ also tend to suggest that all such groups are in the same situ-
ation; that all of them are disenfranchised from the larger society in much the same 
way. Informed by the assumption that ‘disadvantaged’ students are growing up in “a 
web of social pathology and inadequate life experiences” (Boykin, 1986, p. 60), it 
has become the task of schooling to ‘compensate’ these children for their ‘deficits’ 
(Connell, 1994). While this model of deficiency and remediation still has many ad-
herents, it does little except to find fault with students and their life experiences.

Explanations of educational failure need to move away from a concentration 
on the characteristics of individual children and their families and towards a con-
sideration of the process of schooling (Ainscow, 1999). Education is often driven 
by political interests that seek to legitimate particular ways of life by regulating 
the selection, organisation and distribution of school knowledge (Giroux, 1990). 
In this process it is the values, experiences and perspectives of privileged groups 
that parade as universal in schools, with non-dominant groups disadvantaged by a 
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school system whose processes and curriculum operate to penalise them by system-
atically discriminating in favour of some students at the expense of others (Henry 
et al., 1988). This cultural imperialism renders the perspectives of non-dominant 
groups invisible and blocks their opportunities to exercise their capacities in so-
cially recognised ways (Young, 1990).

Bourdieu likens these social arrangements to that of a game. What might appear 
to some as “simple games of chance offering at every moment the possibility of a 
miracle” (Bourdieu, 1997, p. 46), are really highly structured processes that favour 
some students more than others. McLaren’s (1994) observation that “schools con-
stitute a loaded social lottery in which the dice fall in favour of those who already 
have power and money” (p. 9), appears to ring true when the very organisation of 
schooling as an institution works differentially to the advantage of some types of 
families and the disadvantage of others. Below we suggest that there are at least four 
ways in which this game is played in schools, to greater or lesser effect: game plans 
alternatively enacted by the dominant and the marginalised and which we refer to 
as (1) stacking the deck; (2) beating the odds (the aberration that legitimates the 
game); (3) one rule for us, another rule for them; and (4) opting out.

Stacking the Deck

Both teachers and their students bring their cultural understandings into the class-
room and school. In the best of circumstances, home, family, school, neighbourhood 
and society are complementary and reinforcing, “guiding children’s positive devel-
opment into informed citizens and economically independent adults” (Edwards & 
Young, 1992, p. 72). This is more often the experience of children from dominant 
groups in Australia (Anglo, middle-class) given that schools are largely staffed by 
teachers from similar backgrounds who reflect and authorise similar views. Chil-
dren from families that reflect the attitudes, beliefs and knowledges of this domi-
nant ethnic and middle-class culture are among those that tend to find themselves 
the most empowered by schooling; their dispositions closely matching those en-
couraged and rewarded by the school.

Bourdieu (1977a; 1977b; Bourdieu & Passeron, 1990) argues that this is because 
schools tend to draw unevenly on the social and cultural resources of society; typi-
cally, on the cultural experiences in the homes of Anglo and affluent families, which 
facilitate their children’s adjustment to school and their academic achievement. 
Many of these ‘school ready’ children have learnt skills that are useful in formal 
contexts of education and possess the habitus (ways of being and doing) that makes 
‘playing the game’ of school easier (Comber & Hill, 2000). Perhaps the cruellest 
trick of all is that schooling, enshrined in the doctrine of equality of opportunity, 
can contribute to social inequality by giving success to those groups who possess 
existing cultural advantage, while appearing to reward individual intelligence and 
effort. Those who ‘succeed’ in society sometimes fail to question the social system 
from which they have profited; not realising that they are being rewarded for legiti-
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mating—even embracing—the way the system operates. Indeed, many accept the 
notion that “most people have an equal opportunity to get into the top class if they 
have the ability and work hard” (Chamberlain, 1983, p. 140), even though they may 
be aware from their own experiences that the social world does not in fact operate 
in that way (Henry et al., 1988).

As discussed in Chap. 1, Berry (1977) describes it in this way:
The Australian situation … more closely resembles the case where a few competitors start 
one metre from the finishing line, a few more fifty metres back up the track, a larger group 
are further back hammering in their starting blocks, others are still changing in a crowded 
dressing room, while the remainder are at home under the impression that the race starts 
tomorrow. (p. 43)

The ideology of meritocracy, then, serves to legitimate but at the same time obscure 
the structural inequalities that education helps to sustain and reproduce (Henry 
et al., 1988).

At the same time, the voices and experiences of marginalised groups tend to be 
excluded and students’ inherited linguistic and cultural competencies (cultural capi-
tal) devalued (Bourdieu & Passeron, 1990). Unfamiliar with the institutional rou-
tines of and lacking the cultural capital valued by schooling, these students are likely 
to do poorly at school. This is because not all cultural capital is equal in status: some 
groups and their particular dispositions are “socially dominant—carry[ing] with 
them social power and access to economic success” (Delpit, 1992, p. 297); whereas 
the cultural capital of others’ homes and communities is significantly under-val-
ued. Students in this second group can experience a mismatch or clash of cultures 
should the school impose a set of values and beliefs incongruent with those learned 
at home and can find that “educational knowledge is uncommonsense knowledge” 
(Bernstein, 1971, p. 58) that is removed from their everyday experiences and un-
derstandings. When this cultural difference between home and school is significant 
and little is done to recognise and ratify ‘home practices’, students are prevented 
from seeing their own experiences of life and family as relevant to their learning 
at school. The exclusion of the knowledge and experience of the marginalised can 
lead to children entering school poorly prepared to meet the requirements of what is 
predominantly a middle-class orientation to schooling, frequently resulting in their 
alienation and failure (Bernstein, 1990).

It is often through this ‘hidden curriculum’ of attitudes, values and authorita-
tive relations that structural inequalities and existing patterns of social class are 
reproduced in schools (Knight, 1994). In such circumstances, the ideology of the 
prevailing group in society is taken for granted as ‘natural’ and serves to perpetuate 
the status quo. It can be seen, then, that in spite of the best of intentions, educators 
can very easily become agents of hegemony.

Beating the Odds

More often than not, irrelevant curricula is the norm for minority students, with 
schools rarely modifying their curriculum and teaching to meet individual needs. 
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However, this is not to imply that minority groups cannot do well in majority-culture 
settings. While the process of unequal educational opportunity and social and eco-
nomic reproduction is deeply rooted and it cannot be denied that social class, race/
ethnicity, and gender all impact on the educational outcomes of students, school-
ing is not a wholly deterministic process. Students do not pass through schools 
like pawns beholden to their parents’ race and/or socio-economic class (Yonezawa, 
2000). It is not as simple as that. Rather:

the process of inequity is shaped by the complex interaction between people’s past histo-
ries, group and individual identities, self-efficacy and self-esteem, and their relationships 
with one another and the ever-changing structures and cultures in which they find them-
selves. (Yonezawa, 2000, p. 133)

In short, students are actively involved in determining their own futures; cooper-
ating with or resisting teachers and the school system (Knight, 1994). It should 
come as no surprise that some children will be “reluctant to give up the only way 
they know of interacting with the world and will resist having an alien set of styles 
imposed upon them” (Boykin, 1986, p. 78). Nevertheless, there is the possibility 
for teachers and students to play the game in ways that change the game itself, by 
beginning from the standpoint of the least advantaged, for example. As Bourdieu 
and Wacquant (1992) explain:

… players can play to increase or conserve their capital, their number of tokens, in con-
formity with the tacit rules of the game and the prerequisites of the reproduction of the 
game and its stakes; but they can also get in it to transform, partially or completely, the 
immanent rules of the game. (p. 99)

There are good reasons to play the game differently, even from the standpoint of the 
advantaged. As Connell (1993) notes, “an education that privileges one child over 
another is giving the privileged child a corrupted education, even as it gives him 
or her a social or economic advantage” (p. 15). That is, when a schooling system 
deals unjustly with some of its pupils, “the quality of education for all the others is 
degraded ” (Connell, 1993, p. 15, emphasis original).

One Rule for Us, Another Rule for Them

While many argue that the curriculum should be an open space for exploring the 
world in which we live, the ‘competitive academic curriculum’ (Connell, 1994) 
functions to name and privilege particular histories and experiences and to margin-
alise or silence the voices of ‘othered’ groups (Giroux, 1990). When certain knowl-
edge is selected and legitimated as the school curriculum, the dominant succeed 
in displacing other knowledges and experiences by ensuring that it is this ‘real’ 
knowledge that determines academic success in the education system and which is 
rewarded by society at large (Connell, Ashenden, Kessler, & Dowsett, 1982). Rath-
er than school being an important place for gaining new understandings of culture 
in a democratic society, an elitist and narrow notion of what counts is supported by 
this assimilationist paradigm (Hattam, Shacklock, & Smyth, 1998).
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These hidden distinctions are readily apparent in relation to social class, for 
example. According to Brint (1998), “lower-class and minority students typically 
receive less instructional time, less demanding and lower-quality educational ma-
terials, and less imaginative teaching than other students” (p. 225). Attributed with 
deficits associated with their disadvantage, these students are often held to much 
lower standards than others. Clearly, those who are “disadvantaged by virtue of 
their social circumstances can be expected to fall still further behind” (Brint, 1998, 
p. 225). Indeed, schools contribute to and compound this educational inequality by 
encouraging some students to lower their expectations to conform to the assess-
ments educators have of them (Clark, 1961). Often these assessments lead to the 
streaming or tracking of students: the practice of grouping them, according to their 
ability, into classes and courses marked by a differentiated curriculum (Yonezawa, 
2000). Consistently, it is children who belong to low socio-economic and minority 
groups that are most likely to end up in lower tracks regardless of whether they are 
tracked by the school or whether choices are left up to the parents and students them-
selves (Brint, 1998). Whereas, students from dominant middle-classes usually have 
more school-related knowledge and are frequently placed more highly than their 
low socio-economic peers. This is despite research that suggests tracking is educa-
tionally harmful to students placed in the lowest tracks and of dubious value when it 
comes to promoting an equality of outcomes (Oakes, Gamaron, & Page, 1991).

Some parents’ linguistic and cultural differences can make it difficult for them 
to help their children who are positioned by schooling in these ways, partly because 
of their lack of access to knowledgeable networks. Their families’ social networks 
tend to be largely comprised of ‘people like them’: individuals of similar ethnic 
and socio-economic status who provide parents with limited assistance to help their 
children actively navigate the structures of schooling (Lamphere, 1993). These mi-
nority parents may have little knowledge of the kind valued by schooling and low 
self-efficacy in academic contexts. Hence, placements doled out by school officials 
are rarely contested. Instead, beliefs are often reinforced that their children belong 
in low-track classes, with their abilities to compete in regular or advanced classes 
questioned (Yonezawa, 2000). Whereas, their more well-to-do counterparts tend to 
have much more pro-active involvement in the school system (Curtis, Livingstone, 
& Smaller, 1992; Gamaron, 1992; Lareau, 1987, Useem, 1992) and use their more 
highly educated and wealthy social locations to manipulate placement of their child 
into higher tracks (Yonezawa, 2000).

As some of the most strategically placed people to effect change in the lives of 
children, teachers have a central role to play in attempting to redress these injus-
tices. The academic literature suggests that holding high expectations of students 
and engaging in ‘visible’ pedagogical practices with high ‘intellectual demand-
ingness’ (Newmann & Associates, 1996; Lingard, Mills, & Hayes, 2000) may be 
some of the keys to making a difference for disadvantaged students. By setting high 
standards for students, letting them know that they are expected to meet them, and 
providing intellectually challenging lessons corresponding to these expectations, 
teachers can have a considerable impact on achievement (Sammons, Hillman, & 
Mortimore, 1995). Yet this research also suggests that students from disadvantaged 



61How Effective Are Schools for Students and Their Learning?

and traditionally underachieving backgrounds are those most likely not to be the re-
cipients of schoolwork that requires rigorous intellectual inquiry, even though such 
inquiry improves learning outcomes. By way of illustration, Lingard et al. (2001) 
found intellectual demandingness to be lacking in many of the almost 1000 class-
rooms they observed in 24 case study schools throughout Queensland, Australia.

Reflecting on similar issues, Delpit (1997) argues that the unequal distribution of 
knowledge and skills to working class and minority students reflects their exclusion 
from the codes or rules of the culture of power operating in schools. Unlike mid-
dle-class students who have other sites in which to acquire the dominant cultural 
capital—the family, its communities and so on—children from marginalised groups 
find themselves doubly disadvantaged with their cultural capital diminished by the 
school (Bernstein, 1990). By regulating access to ‘privileged and privileging’ dis-
courses, schools “reproduce the very inequalities they are ostensibly committed to 
diminishing by making into educationally profitable cultural capital what middle-
class children are more likely to have acquired already” (Edwards, 2002, p. 530). In 
Bourdieu’s (1973) terms: 

By doing away with giving explicitly to everyone what it implicitly demands of everyone, 
the educational system demands of everyone alike that they have what it does not give. 
This consists mainly of linguistic and cultural competence and that relationship of familiar-
ity with culture which can only be produced by family upbringing when it transmits the 
dominant culture. (p. 80)

Teachers who are “frustrated by [the] lack of conditions for giving kids access to 
powerful knowledge” (Yates, 2002, p. 332, emphasis original) can make a differ-
ence for these students by using visible pedagogic models (Bernstein, 1975); mak-
ing explicit the rules of that culture through examples, illustrations and narratives 
that facilitate the acquisition of school knowledge and, therefore, make the acquisi-
tion of power easier (Delpit, 1997). Bernstein (1990) suggests that the use of such 
pedagogies weakens the relationship between social class and academic achieve-
ment, while ensuring that the school provides all students with “the discourse pat-
terns, interactional styles, and spoken and written language codes that will allow 
them success in the larger society” (Delpit, 1997, p. 585). Moss (2002) advocates 
explicit pedagogies for their more honest pedagogic settlement, “which by making 
explicit what is to be learnt stands a better chance of working, and working best in 
the interests of those who currently get least within the system” (p. 555).

Opting Out

Teachers in disadvantaged communities have an important part to play as “key 
mediators of wider social values, goods and practices” (Comber & Hill, 2000, 
pp. 86–87). Young (1990) similarly contends that it is the role of teachers to redress 
the oppressive institutional constraints that render the perspectives of students from 
non-dominant groups as invisible and which inhibit them from exercising their ca-
pabilities and expressing their experiences and ideas. Yet, despite repeated calls 



62 5 What Should Effective Schooling Look Like?

for teachers to be aware of and build upon the literacies their students bring to 
classrooms (Heath, 1983; Cairney & Ruge, 1998), many schools continue to give 
priority to the stories of the lives enjoyed by “well-off, highly educated and socially 
conforming groups” (Hattam et al., 1998, p. 102). Historically, schools have tended 
to “connect best with, and work best for, students of middle-class, Anglo, male 
backgrounds” (Ladwig & Gore, 1998, p. 19), with the values, experiences and per-
spectives of these privileged groups parading as universal.

Others sometimes respond by rejecting the legitimacy of schools, dismissing 
them as institutions of dominant groups (Brint, 1998). Excluded rather than respect-
ed for their difference, they develop an identity of themselves as outcasts, displaying 
a pattern of low commitment to schooling and behaviour that is not at all irrational 
in an environment that is viewed as “uncaring, culturally incompetent, antagonistic, 
and oppressive” (Franklin, 2000, p. 12). Given the discontinuities between home 
and school, it is hardly surprising that these students choose to leave, perceiving 
schooling as irrelevant to their needs and interests and feeling as though they are 
not valued (Lamb, Dwyer, & Wyn, 2000). Unlike the experiences of many white 
middle-class children, the cultural mismatch experienced by minority students can 
impact on their motivation, beliefs and values (Boykin, 1986). With respect to aca-
demic achievement, these can affect their will to learn and impact adversely on their 
interest, persistence, and attention to activities promoted by schooling. Children 
may respond in this oppressive setting by:

(a) decid[ing] that what they should do is not what the teacher thinks should be done; (b) 
act[ing] in such a way that they will not do what the teacher wants, and (c) display[ing]what 
they can do in ways that are not in accordance with what the teacher prescribes (Boykin, 
1986, p. 79, emphasis original).

In the research of Fordham and Ogbu (1986) on African–American students and 
peer group influence, they found that the perception of schooling as a subtractive 
process—that is, as “one-way acculturation into the cultural frame of reference of 
the dominant group members of their society” (p. 201)—caused some students to re-
sist and oppose achieving success in their academic pursuits. These students viewed 
success as ‘white people’s prerogative’ and striving for success in school as ‘acting 
white’ at the expense of their own cultural and identity integrity. The resulting social 
pressures against striving for academic success can mean that some students who are 
academically able perform well below their potential. These students are choosing, 
either consciously or unconsciously, to maintain their view of their own identity in 
what they perceive as a choice between allegiance to ‘them’ or ‘us’ (Delpit, 1992).

What Should Be the (Learning) Experiences of Students  
in Schools?

While Fordham and Ogbu (1986) believe that schools should develop programs 
and offer counselling to help students learn to divorce academic pursuit from the 
idea of ‘acting white’, others suggest that schools need to create environments that 
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value and appreciate cultural differences and recognise education as a process that 
takes place both within formal institutions as well as within families and communi-
ties (Cox, 2000). Such advocates argue that mechanisms need to be established for 
the effective recognition and representation of the distinct voices and perspectives 
of all groups but particularly the oppressed and disadvantaged (Ladwig & Gore, 
1998). Similarly, success at school “needs to be redefined to incorporate the lives 
and experiences of currently marginalised and materially excluded groups” (Hattam 
et al., 1998, p. 102). It would seem, then, that at least four ideals should govern 
the experience of students in classrooms. First, schooling should value and add to 
students’ existing cultural repertoires. Second, it should value and give voice to 
who students are, as they identify themselves. Third, schooling should value and 
promote all students’ participation in decision-making. And fourth, it should consult 
and involve parents and communities in its educative processes. We consider each 
of these positive classroom experiences in turn.

Schooling Should Value and Add to Students’ Existing  
Cultural Repertoires

According to Ainscow (1999), educational difficulties result from an interaction 
between what the student brings to the situation and the program provided by the 
school. Ainscow (1999) believes that difficulties in learning “occur as a result of the 
decisions teachers make, the tasks teachers present, the resources teachers provide 
and the ways in which teachers choose to organize the classroom” (p. 26). This 
viewpoint is essentially an optimistic one.

Unlike the traditional approach where the focus on child-centred causes of educational dif-
ficulty tended to create an air of despondency, the interactive perspective focuses attention 
on a range of factors that teachers can influence to encourage children’s learning. It empha-
sizes the fact that what teachers do, the decisions they make, their attitudes, the relation-
ships they develop and their forms of classroom organization, are all factors that can help 
children to experience success in school. (Ainscow, 1999, p. 30)

However, it is important to remember that while human agency can be operative 
and effective, it remains “constrained and shaped by historical, social and economic 
forces which form the context for that action. Teacher practice, while having the 
potential to transform, is at the same time similarly constrained” (Henry et al., 1988, 
pp. 8–9).

Nevertheless, the dominance of “a very narrow view of what is valued as being 
worthwhile educational standards and the continued use of various forms of selec-
tion systems still act together in ways that ensure that significant numbers of our 
young people experience failure in school” (Ainscow, 1999, p. 99). One way to 
contest the disempowering effects of the hegemonic curriculum is for schools to 
embrace the notion of multiple knowledges that are equally valid and embark on 
a strategy that Connell (1993) refers to as inverting hegemony. Connell’s pursuit 
of ‘curricular justice’ involves the reconstruction of the mainstream curriculum by 
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incorporating content and pedagogy in ways that build on the interests and perspec-
tives of the least advantaged in a program of common learning in schools. Curricula 
and pedagogies that take seriously this notion of student voice, build on and add 
to the diverse experiences and knowledges that students bring to the classroom 
(Giroux, 1990). Instead of being a site of ‘disjunction and dislocation’ (Comber & 
Hill, 2000), there should be transparent links between the classroom and the world 
beyond, with schools becoming an extension of home language and literacy practic-
es by confirming “the language forms, modes of reasoning, dispositions, and histo-
ries that give students an active voice in defining the world” (Giroux, 1990, p. 94).

By relating school curricula to children’s worlds, not only is the classroom 
made more inclusive by legitimating locally produced knowledge but students can 
see their everyday lives and experiences as relevant to their learning and success 
at school. Making meaningful links with children’s experiences at home enables 
this experience to be used in developing pupils’ knowledge and understanding in 
the context of school learning (Todd & Higgins, 1998). On this account, attention 
would be paid to the vast range of knowledges that students bring to school as a 
consequence of their backgrounds and the diversity of their community languages 
and literacies acknowledged and valued.

Heath (1983) recommends interaction with parents and involvement with commu-
nity paraprofessionals as a place for teachers to begin to learn about these communi-
ties and their practices. This enables teachers to re-evaluate their school curricula and 
learning environments and modify these to acknowledge and respond to the needs 
and interests of the cultural and linguistic diversity of the communities they serve. As 
Edwards and Young (1992) suggest, “until schools acknowledge the range in disposi-
tions, backgrounds, experiences, and strengths among families, efforts to establish 
sound home/school communication and partnerships will continue to falter” (p. 74). 
These partnerships between home, school and community are essential for ensuring 
the relevance of what is learned within the classroom to the world beyond.

But rather than teachers simply modifying their approach to fit the qualities or 
skills possessed by minority children, it is also important that a socially just curricu-
lum equips students with complex collections of practices that make up the cultural 
capital valued by dominant groups. In this way, learning can open up ways of trans-
forming the situation of the marginalised, equipping them with understandings that 
can empower them to act individually and together to improve their circumstances 
and to lead fulfilled lives (Australian Schools Commission, 1995). The point is not 
to eliminate the cultural capital that students bring with them to school or use it 
to limit their potential, but rather to add other cultural capitals to their repertoires 
(Delpit, 1992). This is epitomised in the following excerpt from a play produced by 
students in 1974 on language and cultural differences. In this excerpt, an adolescent 
black girl interacts with her teacher:

My way of communicating may be different from yours but it fills my adaptive and emo-
tional needs as I perform it. Why should my ‘at home’ way of talking be ‘wrong’ and your 
standard version be ‘right’? … Show me … that by adding a fluency in standard dialect, you 
are adding something to my language and not taking something away from me. Help me 
retain my identity and self-respect while learning to talk ‘your’ way. (Heath, 1983, p. 271)
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Schooling Should Value and Give Voice to Who Students Are,  
as They Identify Themselves

While effective schooling promotes the valuing of voices and experiences that 
students bring to the classroom, it also calls for appreciation and respect for in-
dividual students, evidenced in teacher–student relationships and characterised by 
active trust and mutual respect. Such relationships are made possible when there is 
positive regard for social difference and when social groups are recognised for who 
they are, as they identify themselves (Gale, 2000). This recognition of difference 
or ‘democratic cultural pluralism’ (Laclau & Mouffe, 1985; Cunningham, 1987; 
Nickel, 1987) is linked to improving the academic outcomes of underachieving 
students from disadvantaged backgrounds (Lingard et al., 2000). At the classroom 
level, it requires teachers to create opportunities to get to know their students, and 
for students to get to know themselves and to get to know and get along with ‘the 
other’ on the basis of who they are (Gale & Densmore, 2000), not how others might 
want to represent them.

The positive relationships and strong teacher–student rapport that ideally ensue 
from such practices have been found to have a positive influence on educational 
outcomes. Sammons et al. (1995) found positive effects when teachers showed in-
terest in and communicated enthusiasm to children as individuals. Teacher–student 
relationships can also be enhanced outside the classroom. Shared teacher and stu-
dent out-of-school activities have led to improved educational outcomes, as well as 
interpersonal openness and mutual understanding in their relationships (Sammons 
et al., 1995; Schmuck & Schmuck, 1992).

Schooling Should Value and Promote All Students’ Participation  
in Decision-Making

Knight (2000) has also found a sense of competence, a feeling of belonging and a 
sense of ownership central to student achievement. Having an active role in the life 
of the school is a key part of this. While Knight (2000) concedes that no teacher 
can walk into a classroom and instantly transform it into a democracy, every teacher 
can take meaningful steps toward making the class more democratic by bringing 
students into decision-making processes and moving in the direction of negotia-
ble authority. Indeed, Connell (1994) suggests that to teach well in disadvantaged 
schools requires a shift towards more negotiated curriculum and more participatory 
classroom practices. Although the social skills developed will be of benefit to stu-
dents in the world beyond schooling, studies in the UK have also shown enhanced 
behavioural and academic outcomes as a result of giving students positions of re-
sponsibility in the school system (Sammons et al., 1995). While conveying trust in 
students’ abilities and, therefore, improving the teacher–student relationship, such 
practices give students greater control over what happens to them at school.
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Despite these findings, teachers and schools more often than not underestimate 
the potential of students to participate in discussions about what happens in their 
schools. Consultation with students over issues can be tokenistic or students are left 
out of the dialogue completely (Edwards, 1999). Students are not ignorant of this. 
The contradictions, for example, “of requiring students to sit, by compulsion not 
choice, in classrooms in which they have little input or control, while we attempt to 
teach them to think for themselves and to participate in decision-making are clearly 
evident” (Ladwig & Gore, 1998, p. 18). Student councils are often promoted as fo-
rums in which to pursue such agendas; as places that give students opportunities to 
experience representative democracy firsthand. However, Schmuck and Schmuck’s 
(1992) research in schools in small districts in the US did not find one school in 
which the student council had a discernible effect on aspects of school life other 
than entertainment and social events. Elected student leaders felt that they had very 
little influence over school operations and in most small districts student councils 
were slammed as “perfunctory and pallid sham[s] of representative democracy” 
(Schmuck & Schmuck, 1992, p. 28). One possible explanation for this might be that 
when students do have a voice in such forums, this is seen as only reflecting the 
dominant voices within the school. That is, the student voices invited and listened 
to might simply be those that reflect the views of powerful groups; students who 
possess the social and cultural capital already valued by the school.

Schooling Should Consult and Involve Parents and Local  
Communities in Its Educative Processes

Involving parents and local communities in schooling presents its own challenges. In 
disadvantaged schools in particular, forging strong relationships between the school 
and its surrounding communities can be extremely difficult (Connell, 1993). There 
are several reasons for this and it would be wrong to assume that “working-class par-
ents can simply be inculcated into what is essentially a bourgeois school culture in the 
relatively easy way in which middle-class parents are able to” (Lucey & Walkerdine, 
2000, p. 46). Nevertheless, teachers tend to take parental performance in schooling 
very seriously. Involvement of parents in their children’s education has long been 
advocated as integral to positive childhood development and school success (Griffith, 
2001). Many teachers actively solicit parent participation, see their requests of par-
ents—such as reading to children and helping them at home with school work—as 
reasonable and often assume that all parents, regardless of social and economic po-
sition, can help their children. In fact, in the schools studied in Lareau’s (1987) re-
search, teachers’ methods of presenting, teaching, and assessing subject matter were 
based on a structure that presumed parents would help children at home.

However, while there are variations within as well as between social classes, 
many working-class parents feel that they lack the culturally valued educational 
skills and material resources to participate effectively in the educational process 
(Lareau, 1989). Indeed, “the standards of the school are not neutral; their requests 
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for parent involvement may be laden with the cultural experiences of intellectual 
and economic elites” (Lareau, 1989, p. 8). Everyone possesses cultural capital, but 
in itself it is arbitrary, with value being ascribed to particular forms (and not others) 
within particular fields (Vincent & Martin, 2002). Although parents may be willing 
to help with their children’s education, this support does not always translate into an 
active relationship with the school. Their unfamiliarity with the tasks being asked 
of them means that they may have few ideas about how to provide this help and 
are, therefore, reluctant to comply with school requests. Further, the limited time 
and disposable income of some lower and working-class parents make it difficult 
to supplement and intervene in their children’s schooling. Middle-class parents, on 
the other hand, often have educational skills and occupational prestige matching or 
surpassing that of teachers and have the necessary economic resources to more fully 
contribute to their children’s schooling (Lareau, 1987).

While middle-class parents can call upon resources of social, cultural and eco-
nomic capital in order to exercise their voice in relation to educational issues, work-
ing-class parents, “often lacking the sense of entitlement to act, and often the same 
degree of knowledge of the education system are more likely to be dependent upon 
professionals” (Vincent, 2001, p. 360). They may see school as “a separate sphere 
with its own language and procedures, which [are] distant and not easily available” 
(Vincent & Martin, 2002, p. 125). In much the same way that parents depend on 
doctors to heal their children, some working-class communities turn over responsi-
bility for their child’s education to ‘professionals’ (Borg, 1994). These parents see 
education as a discrete process that takes place on the school grounds under the 
direction of a teacher. Whereas, middle-class parents in Lareau’s (1987, p. 81) study 
saw education as “a shared enterprise and scrutinized, monitored, and supplemented 
the school experience of their children” by reading to them, initiating contact with 
teachers and attending school events. These parents, with similar or superior educa-
tional skills and occupational prestige levels to teachers, conceived of schooling as 
a partnership between equals and saw it as their responsibility to reinforce, monitor, 
and supervise the educational experience of their children (Lareau, 1987). In short, 
working-class and middle-class parents often have different conceptions of the divi-
sion of labour with respect to schooling their children.

Others trace unequal levels of parental involvement in schooling back to educa-
tional institutions, which are sometimes accused of making middle-class families 
feel more welcome than working-class and lower-class families (Lightfoot, 1978; 
Ogbu, 1974). Parents from low socio-economic backgrounds are also more likely to 
have had negative experiences as students themselves, and may already experience 
feelings of insecurity and intimidation in school settings (Cairney & Munsie, 1995). 
This makes community participation in disadvantaged schools via conventional 
channels difficult (Connell, 1993). Those who are unwilling or unable to become 
involved face marginalisation and risk being labelled as ignorant and neglectful 
(Hughes & MacNaughton, 2000). Attitudes among some teachers—that socio-eco-
nomically disadvantaged parents lack skills, abilities, and interest to help in the 
school and in their children’s education (Griffith, 2001)—have done nothing to im-
prove the situation. Moreover, the lack of participation on the part of subordinate 
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groups leaves the door wide open for dominant groups to mobilise class advantage 
and lobby for their own agenda (Grimes, 1995; Henry, 1996). As Hallgarten (2000) 
points out, “in its current condition, parental involvement in children’s learning is 
normally less of a protective barrier than a lever to maximise the potential of the 
already advantaged” (p. 18).

To add to these difficulties, many parents and teachers share a long history of 
tension and mistrust. They have even been described in the literature as ‘natural 
enemies’ (Waller, 1932), facing enduring problems of negotiating ‘boundaries’ be-
tween their ‘territories’ (Lightfoot, 1978). According to Briggs and Potter (1990), 
teachers have had negative attitudes about parents and parent participation, and 
have claimed that parents are apathetic and come to school only to criticise. This 
can result in the significant adults and institutions in children’s lives pulling in op-
posite directions. Hence, attempts to develop participation programs to bring the 
school and its communities closer together are often ineffective and frustrating to 
both parents and teachers (Cairney & Munsie, 1995). One reason for this is that 
they do not equally share decision-making. Instead, parents have traditionally 
adopted the role of supporters or representatives, rather than full and equal partners 
(Borg & Mayo, 2001).

In these ways, parents (particularly those with backgrounds different from teach-
ers) are often positioned in a binary relationship with teachers, as ‘others’. Paren-
tal knowledge of the child is seen as anecdotal, subjective, ad hoc, individualised 
and applicable only to specific children. On the other hand, teachers’ professional 
knowledge is seen as developmental, scientific, objective, norm-referenced and ap-
plicable to all children. Hence, parental knowledge is often characterised as inad-
equate (they are regarded as ignorant about what and how to teach their children), 
supplementary (and can therefore be ignored by teachers without their professional 
standards being compromised), and/or unimportant. In fact, many staff have lit-
tle incentive to collaborate with parents, given that their claim to be profession-
als is seen by some to be undermined by giving credence to parental knowledge 
of the child. This frustrates the creation of equitable parent–teacher relationships  
(Hughes & MacNaughton, 2000).

According to Todd and Higgins (1998), many teachers have a one-way view 
of parental involvement, viewing home–school relationships “almost entirely from 
their own and the schools’ point of view, with little understanding that this is the 
case, or that there is anything problematic in such a situation” (p. 229). Clearly, 
some schools should think differently about what they expect from families and 
communities. Community participation should involve more than just a commit-
ment to consult parents through the existing consultative procedures and structures 
(Nixon, Allan, & Mannion, 2001). Parents should be viewed as partners, and the vital 
role that they play in education recognised. Rather than seeking to determine what 
parents can do for teachers—such as filling a variety of unpaid teacher aide or custo-
dial roles—teachers need to implement initiatives that recognise the complementary 
roles of parents and teachers and bring schools and communities closer together 
(Cairney & Munsie, 1995). The challenge is to develop ways in which both teachers 
and parents can see that they have complementary but contributive roles in the proc-
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ess of building the learning community, particularly among parents whose children 
traditionally have low academic achievement (Griffith, 2001). Schools also need to 
engage with community concerns and reach out to parents in new ways, as parents 
without money or status are often wary or uncertain about approaching teachers and 
administrators (Schmuck & Schmuck, 1992). Schools should help parents connect 
to resources, create environments where parents feel welcome, and organise various 
avenues for participation (Edwards & Young, 1992). In this way, positive relation-
ships with school communities could be established and maintained and community 
representatives drawn into the process of educational decision-making.

How and by Whom Should Schools Be Managed?

Although schools were once ‘fortress-like’ institutions with the purposes of educa-
tion departments carried out “by principals and teachers with little negotiation with, 
and input from, school communities, including parents” (Lingard, Hayes, & Mills, 
2002, p. 7), there were efforts in the latter part of the twentieth century to devolve 
decision-making to schools and to experiment with more open and participatory 
relationships with parents and school communities. Devolution, as it was first im-
plemented in Australian schools in the early 1970s, was strongly influenced by the 
Karmel Report (Karmel, 1973). Karmel’s socially democratic agenda stressed the 
importance of bottom-up reforms and decision-making. The need for “more teacher 
and school level professional autonomy, combined with greater input from parents 
and community” (Lingard et al., 2002, p. 8) was championed by Karmel as giving 
schools and communities increased power to manage their own affairs and improv-
ing educational outcomes for all students, particularly those from disadvantaged 
backgrounds. The ideal of devolution (with various hues) has now been widely ac-
cepted in schooling. However, it is a socially democratic view of devolution that 
provides real opportunities for people to participate in decision-making and, in so 
doing, have a say in how their lives are governed. It also suggests a closer association 
between school and communities. Despite the ascendancy of neo-liberal regimes 
and the spread of economic rationalist thinking in government social policy and ed-
ucation reform, and perhaps because of it, many teachers and parents are committed 
to a democratic version of devolution, believing that education can and should be 
a collective social activity, inextricably tied to communities (Lingard et al., 2002). 
Drawing on such a view, we argue for at least two ideals. First, that schooling should 
democratise its leadership structures to include teachers and, second, that it should 
democratise its participation structures to include parents and communities.

Schooling Should Include Teachers as Leaders

Educational institutions have long existed as closed systems with top-down struc-
tures, “characterized by rigidity, extensive rules and regulations, and excessively 
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tight norms that restrict creativity” (Whitaker & Moses, 1990, p. 128). While vi-
sionary leadership in an organisation is important, there is no evidence to suggest 
that the principal or head teacher is necessarily the best and/or should be its only 
source. Instead, the effective schools literature suggests that effective principals 
provide or cause others to provide strong leadership (Schlechty, 1990). The tradi-
tional, entrenched orthodoxy of principals as primary decision-makers needs to be 
challenged and the leadership role extended to many individuals and groups in a 
participatory style of management (Wheeler & Agruso, 1996). Vision is not the pre-
serve and prerogative of those occupying designated leadership positions. Indeed, 
the sharing of leadership and the involvement more generally of teachers in deci-
sion-making is often recognised as helping teachers become more efficacious and 
contribute more productively to schools (Rosenholtz, 1990).

However, the empowerment of teachers may not come easily or quickly. Many 
teachers have been conditioned to accept dependent roles and the culture of schools 
reinforces this trend. Others are skeptical about the motives and sincerity of admin-
istrators when it comes to empowerment. Indeed, Whitaker and Moses (1990) sug-
gest that a willingness to enfranchise teachers is lacking. While principals now tend 
to embrace and endorse the idea of participation, their behaviour—their control-
ling values and tendencies—can sometimes suggest otherwise (Wood, 1984). Some 
teachers suspect that their collegial energies may be harnessed less for the purpose 
of giving them a say than to “squeeze out dissentient voices and secure commitment 
and compliance to changes imposed by others” (Hargreaves, 1992, p. 217).

As the front-line workers in schools, teachers are often expected to implement 
policies but not make them. Hence, they can often regard themselves as the “ob-
jects of policy interventions rather than as the authors of social change” (Connell, 
1994, p. 133). But rather than their input being included as a token gesture, teachers 
should be centrally involved in the design of reform strategies. For this to hap-
pen, and as a first step, they need to become full partners in their own profession. 
Participation in collaborative decisions affecting their profession, their classrooms, 
and their students challenges top-down structures while teachers’ ownership and 
endorsement of decisions fosters feelings of empowerment. Involving in the deci-
sion-making process those who will be responsible for implementation, appears 
to impact on their motivation to act upon and commit to the intended outcomes 
(Whitaker & Moses, 1990).

Schooling Should Meaningfully Involve Parents and Communities

Schools play a crucial role in the formation of democracy. However, “democrati-
zation in the school is not necessarily the same as democratization of the school” 
(Connell, 1993, p. 71, emphasis original). Given that the “notion of ‘democracy’ 
implies collective decision-making on major issues in which all citizens have, in 
principle, an equal voice” (Connell, 1993, p. 45), all those involved in schooling 
need to be involved in determining schooling’s purposes. Clearly, “you cannot 
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have a democracy in which some citizens only receive decisions made by others” 
(Connell, 1993, p. 46, emphasis original).

Providing all members of the school community with access to forms of self-
determination certainly requires an investment of time, energy and emotion. Nev-
ertheless, within a context of participative democracy, Wheeler and Agruso (1996) 
see the development of collaborative relationships among teachers, students, par-
ents and the schools’ communities as crucial in ensuring success in schooling for 
disadvantaged students. In part, this is because when decisions are more relevant to 
those they affect, schools are able to provide a more appropriate education for all 
students. As well, such “devolution of power has the potential to reduce alienation 
from schools, increase job satisfaction of employees, promote direct participation 
of all relevant groups, and raise community understanding” (Department of Edu-
cation, 1990, p. 41). This is apart from the fact that “the rule of some people over 
others, their power to make decisions that affect the actions and conditions of action 
of others” (Young, 1990, p. 112) is hardly democratic. The delegation of authority 
to some who are charged with making decisions in an ‘impartial’ manner can legiti-
mate undemocratic, authoritarian structures of decision-making.

Giddens refers to an alternative response characterised by ‘generative politics’. 
In the context of schooling, this “allow[s] individuals and groups to make things 
happen, rather than have things happen to them” (Giddens, 1994, p. 15, emphasis 
added) and opens up the processes of schooling to groups that traditionally have 
been excluded, by seriously engaging their views in decision-making. A governance 
structure supporting decision-making practices in concert with the entire school 
community also assumes more flexible leadership that enables participants to “exer-
cise the power of their human agency in self-determining ways” (Millwater, Yarrow, 
& Short, 2000, p. 5). The shift and subsequent change in roles and responsibilities 
affords all members of the school community with opportunity for increased in-
volvement that leads to a sense of ownership of school reform and control over the 
school agenda. These opportunities to be involved in collaborative decisions that 
affect schooling and, therefore, the lives of their children, empower families and 
assign value to all members of a school’s community.

Moving Beyond Compensation and Towards Reorganisation

In casting a critical eye over the effective schooling literature, we do not mean to 
suggest that schooling practices that fall short of our ideals are necessarily inap-
propriate. We are still concerned to detail what we regard as socially just forms of 
schooling—and therein lies measures of what we regard as appropriate ends—but 
we also want to engage with matters related to how well these ends are pursued. 
Hence, while there might be agreement that schools should ideally equip students 
with the intellectual, cultural and social capital necessary to pursue a wide range 
of post-school opportunities, whether these capabilities and opportunities are dis-
tributed differentially or equitably is a key question (Collins, Kenway, & McLeod, 
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2000). If we are to take the conditions of recognitive justice seriously, it remains 
important for all schools to move beyond the goal of ‘compensation’ and towards 
the reorganisation of the cultural content of schooling if they are to improve the 
educational outcomes of disadvantaged students (Connell, 1994).

Drawing on current research and scholarship, we have argued that such reor-
ganisation necessarily entails modifying both teachers’ pedagogies and school 
curricula, and adopting organisational styles that reconfigure teacher–student and 
school–community relations based on an appreciation and respect for individuals, 
as they identify themselves. As part of this agenda we have also argued for the devo-
lution of decision-making in schools, in ways that promote open and participatory 
relationships among teachers, students, parents and school communities. That is, all 
those affected by school and classroom decisions need to be included in the deci-
sion-making process, particularly the voices of the least advantaged. Moving away 
from the principal or head teacher as the primary decision-maker to a participatory 
style of management is courageous work, as we have noted. The same is true for 
teachers who attempt to move away from their traditional positions as gatekeep-
ers of legitimate knowledge. However, to maintain the status quo, to do nothing 
apart from tinker at the edges of schooling with compensatory programs that regard 
difference as a deficiency, is to continue the current reproduction of educational 
disadvantage across generations (Lingard, 1998). Surely this is not what we mean 
or want to mean by effective schooling. In this chapter we have identified broad 
principles for socially just schooling. The next step, then, is for practical, workable 
strategies, guided by these principles, to be explored in specific contexts.
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This chapter explores the unmerited advantage that students from dominant groups 
bring to education by virtue of their extended exposure over time to the cultural 
capital that is legitimated and rewarded by schools. While Crimson Brook Second-
ary College is a specific context with specific needs, in Northern nations (Connell, 
2006, 2007) there are increasing numbers of communities and schools in similar 
circumstances. We argue that for teachers who desire to make a difference in such 
schools and communities, the challenge is in transforming the capital that counts: 
teaching the academic skills and competencies required to enable their students to 
succeed in mainstream societies, while also ensuring that this context acknowledges 
and responds to the needs and interests of the cultural diversity of the communi-
ties they serve and simultaneously engaging with the deep structures that generate 
injustice.

The Myth of Meritocracy

As we have argued in previous chapters, the blame for the academic failure of many 
children from working class backgrounds, ethnic minorities and other marginalised 
groups is often placed at the feet of culturally ‘disadvantaged’ or ‘deprived’ children 
and their families (Knight, 1994). Such failure is seen as evidence of “a deficit of 
the child or the home, as cultural deprivation, rather than as an indication of a defi-
ciency on the part of the school to develop pedagogic practices responsive to the … 
dispositions such children bring to school” (Nash, 1990, p. 437).

Students from Crimson Brook are no exception, many viewing school failure 
as attributable to individual deficiencies. One student in our study commented that 
“you put the work in and you get the results” (Student # 22), so “if [we] get bad 
marks it’s more than likely our fault because we can’t blame anyone but ourselves” 
(Student # 22). Another with a similar ‘false consciousness’ believed that the stu-
dents who are not successful at school are “the kids that just don’t try and they just 
don’t care so they don’t do the work” (Student # 26). The student was of the view 
that “if you don’t like school and you don’t want to get good marks, you just won’t. 
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So it’s up to you if you want to learn or not” (Student # 26). So convinced of these 
apparent cause (individual irresponsibility) and effect (school failure) relations, she 
argued that the school should “get all the people that don’t [want to learn] and say, 
do you want to learn or not? And if they don’t, say … if you don’t like it, don’t come 
here” (Student # 26).

Crimson Brook students were not alone in their reduction of school success to 
the degree of individual effort. Teachers, too, spoke of students who are “going to 
do well regardless of what I do in the classroom … because they’re determined 
and motivated and … they’ve got the intelligence to cope with whatever I throw 
at them” (Teacher # 19). Similarly, the Principal made it clear that “the capacity is 
there for any student who’s willing to put in the effort to get [the highest possible 
tertiary entrance score]”.

What is missing from these accounts is recognition that it is the values, experi-
ences and perspectives of privileged groups that parade as universal in schools. This 
cultural imperialism renders the perspectives of non-dominant groups invisible and 
blocks their opportunities to exercise their capacities in socially recognised ways 
(Young, 1990). That is, the ‘competitive academic curriculum’ (Connell, 1994) func-
tions to name and privilege particular histories and experiences and to marginalise or 
silence the voices of ‘othered’ groups. The result is that “what meanings are consid-
ered the most important, what experiences are deemed the most legitimate, and what 
forms of writing and reading matter are largely determined by those groups who con-
trol the economic and cultural apparatuses of a given society” (Giroux, 1990, p. 85).

In recognising these social arrangements as highly structured processes that fa-
vour some students more than others, Bourdieu’s work offers us one way of advanc-
ing this discussion beyond simplistic attributions of blame. His notion of cultural 
capital, which “includes such things as acquired knowledge (educational or other-
wise), cultural codes, manner of speaking and consumption practices and so forth, 
which are embodied as a kind of ‘habitus’ in the individual and are also objectified 
in cultural goods” (Bullen & Kenway, 2005, p. 52), is particularly important to this 
chapter. As a concept, cultural capital helps to illuminate inequalities of opportunity 
in schooling as well as the potential that teachers have for reproducing and/or trans-
forming students’ life futures through the decisions they make about the curricula 
they teach.

Cultural Capital: The Perfect Inequality of Opportunity

The argument that Bourdieu makes about the central role that schools play in 
reproducing social and cultural inequalities has already been established in Chaps. 
2 and 4. Viewed as an institution for the reproduction of legitimate culture through 
the hidden linkages between scholastic aptitude and cultural heritage (Bourdieu, 
1998b), the school system subverts its touted ideologies of equal opportunity and 
meritocracy; instead producing agents capable of manipulating it in a legitimate and 
therefore misrecognised manner (Bourdieu & Passeron, 1990).
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Cultural capital describes this familiarity with bourgeois culture, the une-
qual distribution of which helps to conserve social hierarchy under the cloak of 
individual talent and academic meritocracy (Wacquant, 1998). While all students 
bring their cultural capital—or their behaviours, competencies, values, knowledges, 
attitudes—with them to school, “the school assumes middle-class culture, attitudes 
and values in all its pupils. Any other background, however rich in experiences, 
often turns out to be a liability” (Henry et al., 1988, pp. 142–143). Indeed, as Nash 
(2002) points out, “students socialised into codes of communication derived from 
class-cultural communities recognized as illegitimate by the middle-class school, 
and incompatible with those that regulate the transmission of educational knowl-
edge, are confronted with insurmountable barriers of incomprehension” (p. 42).

As explored in Chap. 4, Bourdieu’s further insight is that cultural capital cannot 
be transmitted instantaneously; its accumulation requires an investment, above all 
of time. Prolonging the acquisition process for students is dependent upon their 
families providing them with time free from economic necessity (Bourdieu, 1997). 
Paradoxically, those who are most in need of time in school to accumulate the domi-
nant cultural capital—as they are less likely to acquire it from their homes and 
communities—are also those who are least likely to be free from the urgency of eco-
nomic necessity. As one teacher in our study observed about parent dispositions:

[They think] education [is] really important for the kid and they’ve got to finish school … 
[but] they’re also happy for the kid to go out and work X number of hours because they 
need an income … It’s another impact of poverty I suppose. (Teacher # 18)

According to Grenfell and James (1998a), Bourdieu’s whole mission seems to be 
“to render visible these invisible operations as a way of making available the pos-
sibility at least of democratizing the product and processes of the field” (p. 22). 
Similarly, this chapter attempts to make visible the unmerited advantage that stu-
dents from dominant groups bring to education by virtue of their extended exposure 
over time to the cultural capital that is legitimated and rewarded by schools in order 
to shed light on the ways that teachers can make a difference for marginalised stu-
dents.

The Limited Access of the Marginalised to the Cultural Capital 
of the Dominant

As highlighted in Chap. 4, exposure to the educative effects of the cultural capital 
of dominant groups is necessary for success at school. Students from marginalised 
groups, whose families’ cultural capital is not always highly valued in schools, fre-
quently find their access to dominant forms restricted to time in school. That is, 
for some students their only exposure to this cultural competence is in the form of 
interactions with the staff of the school: the bearers of highly prized capitals with 
their knowledges, skills and modes of expression constituting the heritage of the 
cultivated classes.

The Limited Access of the Marginalised to the Cultural Capital of the Dominant
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Cognisant of the importance of investing time in acquiring the cultural capital 
rewarded by broader society, Crimson Brook has recently introduced a new scheme:

The teacher aides come in every morning and they’ll check the absence list … They ring 
home to find out whether that kid is actually sick or whether they just don’t want to come 
to school, to try and get them to come to school and to find out whether they’ve just gone 
shopping in [the nearby regional city] for the day or whatever. And that started in Term 1 or 
Term 2 this year and that lowered the absences a fair bit. Some of those kids that would just 
stay home when they felt like it, knew that someone was going to call and say, “Where are 
you? Come down to school. You’ve got stuff on today” or “You really need to be here. You 
can’t just keep skipping out” and things like that. (Teacher # 15)

At Crimson Brook, there is an implicit understanding of the importance of time 
spent in the company of those who possess the dominant cultural capital. For ex-
ample, many parents mentioned the value they placed on the school’s smaller class 
sizes and possibilities for one-on-one interaction between teachers and students:

There’s a lot more interaction with the teachers … They’ve got more time to spend if one 
of the children has a hard time learning something or can’t quite grasp it, they have more 
opportunities to help that child … whereas [in] a large classroom … there just isn’t enough 
time to help the children that are [going] backwards. (Parent # 23)

A teacher who works predominantly in the middle years of the school agreed, not-
ing that “having two teachers in the room with 30 students it makes it easier for us 
to cope with that because … one person can be taking the lesson while the other 
person could be focusing on these kids [with learning difficulties] and making sure 
they’re on the right track” (Teacher # 19). In the higher year levels classes are even 
smaller, with one student commenting that “most of [my classes are no bigger than] 
three or four people” (Student # 22). While small class enrolments are positive in 
that they make increased time in the company of staff members possible—which in 
disadvantaged communities, in particular, is a valuable resource—they also draw 
our attention to the troubling fact that students are dropping out before the final 
years of schooling.

Perhaps it is the scarcity of what these teachers have to offer—the cultural capital 
of the dominant, often in short supply in marginalised regional communities—and 
the logic of its transmission bound up in extended periods of time in its company, 
which results in teachers doing:

anything for [the students] and they’re extremely appreciative. Whereas in a lot of other 
places I’ve worked, particularly in [large cities] you do things for the kids and they expect 
more. It’s more like you’re here to service me. You know, whereas here, the smallest little 
thing that you can do for them and they’re just so incredibly grateful … Like, if a kid is 
away and you say to them, “Oh”, you know, “You missed out on this stuff and that’s going 
to be really important, I’ll photocopy this stuff for you” or “I’ll sit with you in the lunch 
hour and we’ll go over it” … and you actually show genuine interest or care and concern for 
them, that’s a really big deal for them … They’re very appreciative of that. (Teacher # 22).

Although teachers in this context are the bearers of highly prized capitals, time in 
company with parents who are in possession of the dominant cultural capital is also a 
precious commodity. Some parents, for example, take an active role in supporting the 
work of the school by reminding their children that “‘This is due’ and ‘You’ve got to 
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do this’ … [Or] you ask them have they done their homework” (Parent # 22). Other 
parents help by “proof reading and … tell[ing] you to change some things to make 
it better … Just spelling and punctuation, all that sort of stuff … If you’re stuck on 
something they give you an idea” (Student # 20). One parent, whose son had recently 
been surprised by a low result in mathematics on his report card, mentioned that:

these holidays [my son and I are] going to … work through his Maths textbook and see 
where he’s having problems … I thought I might ring [a private tutoring company] and 
see what they can offer or talk to his Maths teacher and see if there’s anything else he can 
suggest. (Parent # 20)

Indeed, some “are heavily involved in anything that [the children] bring home” 
(Parent # 20) and suggest that those who are not “don’t … see the value in a good 
education and in doing well” (Parent # 20). In a similar vein, one student com-
mented that “some kids here, they hand in their assignment on a bit of paper all 
scrunched up and just scribbled down … Mine’s always typed up in a little plastic 
pocket. You can tell that they’ve probably just writ[ten] it the night before and their 
parents haven’t even looked at it … They probably don’t care” (Student # 20).

Some suggested that parental attitudes towards and involvement in schooling 
was related to where they live:

A lot of people in [this town], parents in particular, really don’t care what’s happening at the 
school and with their kids … Half of them are prepared to just drift along, and at the end of 
it they think, “Why didn’t my child achieve something better?” But I really don’t think that 
[the people from the township are] all that involved in the process as much as the farming 
community. (Parent # 19)

What is interesting about these comments is the inference that parents who are not 
involved in assisting their children with assignments and homework ‘don’t care’. 
Here the non-participation of parents is attributed to their own lack of interest and is 
viewed as a reflection of the lower value that these working-class families attribute 
to education compared with middle-class families (Deutsch, 1967). There seems 
little recognition that there could be parents who would like to be more involved 
and little understanding of the more complex reasons why they are not, including 
that it is the culture of the dominant group which is embodied in schools; a culture 
in which not all parents are equally knowledgeable. For example, one parent com-
mented that when her son had had difficulty understanding his assignments, she had 
looked at questions “a few times last year and I couldn’t tell you exactly what he 
had to do” (Parent # 22). These are matters we return to in Chap. 8.

As was the case with teacher mobility discussed in Chap. 4, marginalised stu-
dents from Crimson Brook are at a disadvantage in the classroom by virtue of their 
reduced access to the cultural capital of the dominant. Again, while some are born 
into hereditary privileges and cultural heritage that lead to scholastic aptitude, many 
others suffer educational repercussions for having a cultural capital that is in the 
wrong currency (Gewirtz et al., 1995).

Time in the company of students who possess the cultural capital that is reward-
ed by society is also important for students from non-dominant groups. As outlined 
in Chap. 4, students:

The Limited Access of the Marginalised to the Cultural Capital of the Dominant
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do not enter fields with equal amounts, or identical configurations, of capital. Some have 
inherited wealth, cultural distinctions from up-bringing and family connections. Some indi-
viduals, therefore, already possess quantities of relevant capital … which makes them better 
players than others in certain field games. Conversely, some are disadvantaged. (Grenfell 
& James, 1998a, p. 21)

At least one of the teachers from Crimson Brook Secondary College is aware of 
this, purposely seating students who do not do well at school next to “students who 
have pretty good grades” (Teacher # 16). Despite the richness and diversity of the 
cultural capital of the marginalised in this regional community, its value is consider-
ably reduced in comparison to middle-class culture, attitudes and values for ensur-
ing success in educational institutions.

While time in company with those who exude the knowledges, attitudes and val-
ues promoted by schools might be sought by some, others are more concerned that 
time in company with cultural capital of the wrong kind will influence their children 
in a negative way. One parent, for example, mentioned that:

The class that [my friend’s son is] in is … the worst ever [cohort of first year secondary 
school students] that [Crimson Brook Secondary College has] ever had and there’s five 
particularly bad kids that this parent now feels is going to rub off on the other kids in the 
classroom. (Parent # 19)

Another parent noted that with whom her children spend time might impact on their 
future and this is:

something that absolutely terrifies me as a parent … My son is … easily impressed and for 
a 12 year old boy just hitting secondary school, he just thinks the senior boys are Gods and 
he’s seriously in some hero worship at the moment … [which is fine] as long as he contin-
ues to pick the [right] hero [to] worship. (Parent # 20)

This concern about spending time with the ‘right’ type of people is not isolated to 
parents. One student, who was from a fairly well-to-do family in the community, 
suggested that she would like the school to “just put all the bad kids in one class and 
all the good kids in the other” (Student # 26). Her justification was that:

Sometimes I get real sick of it … You don’t get as much work done because you have got 
the teachers trying to make the [other kids] listen and see what they’ve got to do and you 
only get half of the work done that you need to be doing and you could have got a lot more 
done … It just takes longer to learn. (Student # 26)

Such students fail to see the value of spending time in company with those in pos-
session of cultural capital not legitimised and rewarded by the school, and see their 
own learning as impeded by their presence in the classroom.

The school also experiences something of a ‘brain drain’: it is regularly 
‘creamed’ of its higher achieving students by thriving selective schools. These 
students “go to school in [the nearby city] because they want to do subjects that 
aren’t offered at [Crimson Brook Secondary College]. Things like legal studies. 
So there’s something of a brain drain there” (Teacher # 18). Some students with 
athletic ability are also lured away by ‘football scholarships’. Others follow, be-
lieving that they will achieve a better tertiary entrance score by attending a se-
lective private school. One teacher blamed the media for the exodus of students 
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from government funded public schools such as this one, suggesting that tertiary 
entrance scores are:

a highly over-rated thing and the media are the ones who cause the problem … And you 
know this would be part of the reason why some of the kids leave … because they believe if 
you go to a private school you’ll get a higher tertiary entrance score. I mean parents are silly 
enough to accept that without doing any further investigation. I think we still have a situ-
ation where most of our parents don’t really understand what school’s about. They didn’t 
understand it when they were there and they still don’t understand it. (Teacher # 18)

The Principal agreed, commenting that:
the parents, even though they say that they want something different in education, judge the 
success of the school on the number of [top tertiary entrance scores] or the number of kids 
getting [passing grades] … The two don’t align so whatever I do I can’t appease any of the 
factions within my school. (Principal)

Schools “branded as failures see socially ambitious parents withdrawing their chil-
dren and the average ability level of those who remain inevitably dropping” (Spoon-
er, 1998, p. 144). The introduction of parental choice, coupled with the desire of 
many parents that their offspring should mix with ‘socially more desirable’ boys 
and girls, has meant that as the socially aspiring parents move out of these areas, the 
school’s intake “increasingly consist[s] of pupils who [come] from impoverished, 
and in some cases, chaotic, backgrounds, many of whom [have] already fallen way 
behind academically before they [enter] the schools” (Spooner, 1998, p. 145). It 
appears that “well-resourced choosers now have free reign to guarantee and repro-
duce, as best they can, their existing cultural, social and economic advantages in the 
new complex and blurred hierarchy of schools” (Gewirtz et al., 1995, p. 23).

Ball, Bowe, and Gewirtz (1996) describe this phenomenon as market forces 
moving the more ‘desirable’ pupils out of particular schools, and ensuring that other 
schools take in larger numbers of those children considered ‘undesirable’ in the 
market. Whether this decision to leave the school reflects an understanding of the 
importance of time in company with those who are also likely to experience success 
at school, the end result is reduced opportunities for students from marginalised 
groups to access and accumulate this cultural capital. When educational abilities 
measured by scholastic criteria are related to familiarity with bourgeois culture rath-
er than individual talent, this limited access for the marginalised to the knowledges, 
values and attitudes of the dominant further reduces their chances of success on this 
unfair playing field.

Is the Cultural Capital of the School Even Relevant 
to These Kids?

While some see the teachings of the school as highly relevant and believe that 
“without [the kids] being taught the things they do, they just won’t be prepared 
for the big outside world” (Parent # 23), others from Crimson Brook Secondary 
College were of the opinion that “some of the stuff we teach them is not relevant” 

Is the Cultural Capital of the School Even Relevant to These Kids?
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(Teacher # 16). Summing up the dilemma of the school well, another parent sug-
gested that “there’s a reason for everything they do” (Parent # 20). As a parent of 
“two kids that both want to go to university when they finish school” she recognises 
that “this would get them there, but I don’t know how it would be for children that 
intend leaving at the end of Year 10. I don’t know how relevant the education is for 
them” (Parent # 20).

As noted in Chap. 3, during our study, the Principal suggested that roughly 3% 
of the students planned to go on to tertiary education, some planned on seeking 
employment, while many others intended to apply for unemployment benefits. 
One teacher recounted, “Some of [the students] just don’t even try … They go 
home to parents who don’t work … [so] because of the high unemployment rate, 
they’re not seeing anything worthwhile in education; they’re not seeing what edu-
cation can do for them” (Teacher # 16). She went on to say that “We’ve got stu-
dents … [who are] just there because they’re bored shitless and [have] nowhere 
else to go” (Teacher # 16). A second teacher confirmed, “I think sometimes they 
don’t feel like there’s an end in sight” (Teacher # 22). What the staff in the school 
find most troubling about this is that the students are not “there for the fact of 
where they could go with their education … they don’t have goals, they don’t 
have dreams” (Teacher # 16).

When completion of schooling in this community no longer delivers the cer-
tainty of employment that it may have provided in the past, we should consider how 
relevant the task of accumulation of the cultural capital of the dominant really is for 
these students. Indeed, many teachers mentioned that the context within which they 
work impacts on their teaching by making them question “Is this even relevant to 
them?” Their attention then turns to the “need to try and make the stuff that I teach 
relevant to them” (Teacher # 16). Others “don’t see the point in teaching something 
that they’re not even interested in” (Teacher # 16). Referring to the lack of employ-
ment opportunities in the town and the fact that in her view, “it’s not getting any 
better, it’s getting worse” (Parent # 24), one parent commented, “why push so much 
down their neck if it’s not going to do them any good? You know, to me I think they 
ought to learn ‘hands-on’ because ‘hands-on’ may be the only thing that’s going to 
give them any chance in life at all” (Parent # 24). The same parent mentioned that 
when her children refuse to go to school she sets “them to work down the backyard 
or painting or building” (Parent # 24). She does not:

know how else to deal with it because I’m not qualified to be a teacher. There’s a lot they 
teach them that I do not know and I don’t understand myself … All I can give them is the 
basics. I can teach them how to cook. I can teach them how to put up a fence or put up posts 
or paint or fix things, you know, but I can’t give them what the teachers can and what they 
need. But I can’t make them go when they’re not willing to either. (Parent # 24)

This parent believed that if teachers were to “just sit down and talk to the kids, listen 
to the kids, they’ll find out what these kids want in school” (Parent # 24). It was 
agreed by another parent that if they are “trying to keep kids at school after the age 
of 15 they need to cater for kids that probably don’t want to be here … [It’s] not 
just [about] keeping them here, but making it meaningful for them” (Parent # 20). 
Especially considering:
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if they’re not doing well academically … [and] if [they] don’t have that family support and 
back up to keep [them] at school, they can’t see the point when they see friends out receiv-
ing [unemployment benefits], even though they’re not working and they’re all out having 
fun. (Parent # 20)

As well as being relevant to the students and their futures, teachers suggested that 
teaching materials need to be relevant to students’ past experiences. As one teacher 
pointed out, “you can’t just assume that kids have certain experiences” (Teacher # 17). 
By way of example, “a lot of [the students] have never been to [the capital of the 
state] … Some of them haven’t even been to [the beach]” (Teacher # 17). Reflecting 
on an assessment piece that he set for his students, another teacher said:

We didn’t modify the assessment for them which we probably should have, and I didn’t 
even think about it … so we had traditional assignments and tests that may not have been 
as good for [them] as they could have … We gave them a holiday assignment whereas we 
may have been better off giving them an assignment where they could go up to a timber 
yard and look at different varieties of timber for making a house or something like that as 
most of them are very [good with] hands-on stuff … And the concept of going on a holiday 
around the country was a little bit abstract for them. (Teacher # 15)

It is particularly important in this context, then, that the school becomes:
somewhere where [the students] can really get something out of it for their future and that’s 
partly the responsibility of the parents, partly the responsibility of the students, but also a 
very big part of the responsibility of the school to make sure that what we’re offering and 
the way we’re offering it is the right thing for this bunch of kids. (Teacher # 20).

So, what exactly is “the right thing for this bunch of kids”? According to one parent, 
if it was in her power to change the school, she would:

get the kids together and I would change the school to what the kids wanted, not what I 
wanted, not what the teachers wanted. I would run it the way they wanted … As far as I’m 
concerned it’s the kids that have got to be in the school. It’s the kids that have got to learn 
… Give the school to the kids. Say okay kids, we want you to learn … If you’re not going 
to learn in this class, tell me what class you want to be in? What do you want to learn? 
Do you want to learn woodwork? Do you want to learn shop keeping, business training? 
(Parent # 24)

In a similar vein, one teacher suggested that:
we’ve now got eight curriculum areas … I would move them to one side and in consulta-
tion with the elementary school and the community I would create domains of learning 
… and say what’s important for us as a community? What do we want our kids to know 
and be able to do and then feed all of the outcomes from the curriculum areas into the 
community developed domains of learning. So for example, if they believe that active 
citizenship is really important because of the unemployment in this town, then we’d take 
all the bits and pieces out of the eight key learning areas that would allow students to 
demonstrate things critical to active citizenship and … we would offer active citizenship 
as a subject. (Teacher # 22)

This teacher believed that this would be “the best thing for the community because 
they could be creating their own curriculum for their kids” (Teacher # 22). In her 
opinion, this would “empower them. I think that they would be more interested in 
coming to school and being a part of that process … Kids would create their own 
curriculum” (Teacher # 22). Yet, while “on paper it says we negotiate, that students 
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have a say in the curriculum, that we access community members … I believe that 
in practice … there’s very little of that going on” (Principal).

While giving students and community members a voice in decisions related to 
the curriculum is important, our concern with these types of user-determined cur-
riculum models is that often, students and community members are not in posses-
sion of the cultural capital of the dominant, and therefore do not know the kinds of 
knowledges that are needed to succeed in broader society. It could be argued that 
modification of the curriculum based on the needs of the non-dominant, forms part 
of the “reproductive struggle … in which [dominated classes] are beaten before they 
start” (Bourdieu, 1984, p. 168). Given that it is the culture of the dominant group 
that is embodied in the education system (Bourdieu, 1973; 1974) and which deter-
mines “the criteria which define success within it” (Bourdieu & Passeron, 1979, p. 
22), the reality is that in schools “only certain kinds of readings and knowledge are 
prized, rewarded or even recognized” (Gale & Densmore, 2000, p. 96). Dismissing 
the cultural capital of dominant groups as irrelevant and teaching only that which 
is considered ‘appropriate’ to non-dominant groups could be interpreted as a form 
of domination.

Indeed, as one teacher pointed out, when developing the curriculum in conjunc-
tion with the community and asking “‘What is important for you to know?’ … [the 
community] don’t always know” (Teacher # 22). Her suggestion, then, was that “to-
gether with parents and kids and teachers and significant others in [this] community, 
I’m sure that we could come up with [a] fairly good model” (Teacher # 22).

With regard to the relevance of the offerings of the school, then, the consensus 
among the staff appeared to be that “we haven’t got all the answers … for some of 
the kids it works really well … but I’m sure half the kids, given a choice, they’d 
say let’s scrap the English, let’s scrap the Maths, let’s go and do something else” 
(Teacher # 20). In this teacher’s opinion, though, “I don’t think that’s an option … 
[Some think] ‘We’ve got enough English and Maths up our sleeve now, we’ll be 
right.’ And … for some kids it might be true, others I think they need more. The 
extra help … would do them some good” (Teacher # 20). The Principal, in con-
templating the significance of schooling for some of the school’s disadvantaged 
students, suggested that some of the staff:

don’t think past their own education and their own life and to be a teacher at the moment 
your life has been a very traditional one for most … Going for 12 years at school, going 
away to a university for four years and coming straight out and teaching. That in itself says 
you’re a successful high achiever who has money. We are dealing with a clientele who are 
unsuccessful on the whole, lack money and are not achievers or they wouldn’t be in the 
situation they’re in. So we’re mis-matching the people who are instructing them in life and 
we’re pooling our ignorance in knowing what to give these people. (Principal)

So while the teachings of the school may not be considered relevant for everyone, 
some of the staff continue to be “concerned about [students’] life pathways. I’m 
concerned about them being literate adults who can make good decisions for them-
selves and that involves you being able to read well in a lot of cases” (Teacher # 22). 
Implicitly, such teachers realise that it is the values, experiences and perspectives 
of privileged groups that parade as universal in schools, while the voices and ex-
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periences of marginalised groups tend to be excluded and their inherited linguistic 
and cultural competencies devalued (Bourdieu & Passeron, 1990). As discussed in 
Chap. 3, it was the Principal’s dream to build on the knowledges and skills of the 
marginalised in the community, and turn the school into a community education 
centre where the school might develop a:

shop front where [students] get training … And I believe that by giving them that training in 
a sustainable business and teaching them how to set up businesses, they can then go out into 
the community and using the skills that they’ve got, such as gardening or making garden 
seats or baking cheesecakes, they can from their homes set up little businesses that will give 
them an income. (Principal)

However, even though some may wish to rebuild the curriculum based on what 
might be deemed relevant for these students’ futures, to choose not to expose these 
students to the cultural capital of the dominant almost closes the door on their 
chances of ‘success’ in society.

The Challenge for Teachers: Responding to Community Needs 
and Teaching the Cultural Capital of the Dominant

While it is important that students are able to experience success at school, at the 
same time teachers from Crimson Brook Secondary College suggested that they 
need to make “sure that we still have a lot of academic rigour in what we do, be-
cause they still have to go and compete in the real world … for jobs” (Teacher # 22). 
As one teacher explained:

within our school … we’ve got to watch that we don’t water down the curriculum just 
because of the fact that … [it] is in a low socio-economic town and … there is a high 
percentage of people who are on [unemployment benefits]; there is a high percentage of 
parents that probably wouldn’t be able to read either. (Teacher # 16)

Indeed, in schools servicing disadvantaged communities, “low expectations and as-
pirations for student achievements are often endemic features of school cultures” 
(Lingard et al., 2003, p. 131). As outlined in Chap. 3, a number of staff from Crim-
son Brook expressed concerns that “the junior curriculum has been dumbed down” 
(Teacher # 17). For example, a teacher who had experienced working in other 
schools before teaching at Crimson Brook recalled that:

When I [first] came here I really noticed it. I just felt that [lack of] intellectual rigour com-
pared to my last school, I just couldn’t believe it, comparatively … That was a really big 
focus [last year], trying to raise intellectual quality while still catering for everybody … It 
was really hard … So that’s what we’re trying to improve. (Teacher # 17)

Similarly, another teacher, who was much newer to the profession, commented 
that:

I’ve concentrated so much on making sure I have work for my learning difficulty kids … that 
I haven’t concentrated on having work … that can advance kids … We’ve got 10 learning 
difficulty kids in my class … so that’s where my concentration [has] been. (Teacher # 16)

The Challenge for Teachers
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Indeed, teachers face a real dilemma in modifying work to cater for low literacy or 
numeracy skills:

I have kids in my class who are … 13 years of age and yet they’re reading at what can be 
classed as an eight year old level … I [can] find ways around it to give them access to the 
stuff that we’re doing in a different way but it doesn’t improve them reading … [So] I can 
counteract to a certain extent the fact that they can’t read very well, but ultimately they have 
to read well. (Teacher # 22)

Others experience frustration in trying to balance relevance of the school’s teachings 
for this particular community with working to skill them to be able to succeed.

[The Principal] throws stuff at us all the time … to make us think about what’s relevant to 
these kids and this town … [Are] the assessment pieces that we’re doing relevant to them 
or is it just a waste of time? And then I go, well what’s … the use of school? … I mean, 
we’ve got to be able to educate them; they need to be able to read, they need to know how 
to spell, they need to know how to fill in forms … they need to know how to communicate, 
they need social skills and they need basic mathematics to survive. That’s not even looking 
any further than just trying to get out there and get a job, so those things they still need so 
… it’s frustrating. (Teacher # 16)

By way of example, there are four students in their first year of secondary school 
who are taken “out of some classes … [and] given … a slightly alternative program 
where they spend some time with one teacher doing different things, like making 
candles, really hands-on work” (Teacher # 16). Some of these students:

can’t cope with … having to sit down and read a book in class … [So] we take those kids 
out and give them to the alternative program teacher who … at the moment is planting 
[shrubs, flowers, trees, etc] and he tells them about chlorophyll and sunlight and things like 
that … [The alternative program teacher] refuses to do anything but hands-on stuff … so 
they basically work with him doing something around the school. (Teacher # 15)

The father of one of these students made it known that his son is “a problem, been a 
problem right from [the first year of elementary school]. He’s had more suspensions 
and exclusions than just about any other kid I know” (Parent # 21). He is also “crazy 
about anything that has to do with the land … There’s a fellow up the road used to 
take him up there and they’d make bridles [for horses] … from scratch” (Parent # 
21). From this interest, the school has implemented an alternative program for him 
where once a week he:

hops on the bus, goes … to [the city], they meet up with him … there and take him up to a 
property in [a suburb on the city outskirts]. He works all day on the property which is some-
thing that he looks forward to. He’s up 6 o’clock in the morning. Gets up, he’s dressed, he’s 
got his bag ready and it’s something that they can use for a behaviour management thing as 
well. You know, if you don’t behave, you don’t go … Of course he loves it so much so he’s 
going to behave to the best of his abilities. (Parent # 21)

Our concern, though, is whether students who are being taken out of the classroom 
are still meeting the necessary outcomes for their year level, to which one staff 
member replied:

They are getting some basic skills. Some of them may not match up directly with the 
Science syllabus outcomes for that year level but their situation is such that some of 
them missed so much school in elementary school because they’ve been suspended from 
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elementary school for hitting other kids or whatever, that they’ve missed out on all this 
stuff … So if … we are teaching them Science outcomes for [their year level], they really 
have [a large] gap to make up … Like, basic reading … you couldn’t get some of those 
kids to sit down and read a Science text book because they wouldn’t understand most of 
the words. (Teacher # 15)

In the view of this teacher, “ideally, by the end of [the year], they … should hope-
fully have enough skills to go back in and do the subjects with the rest of the kids 
without feeling like they’re stupid, because they don’t understand or they can’t do 
something” (Teacher # 15). Although “we still have to justify that in taking them 
out that they are learning stuff” (Teacher # 15), the school’s justification for the 
alternative program is:

For this particular group of kids, if we didn’t do this for them, they would spend probably 
half their time at the school either suspended or in school but out of class or doing deten-
tions or whatever. And it would be worse for them. I’d rather see them out of the class and 
doing something where they are learning something that’s useful for them, than in class, not 
learning and disrupting other students. (Teacher # 15)

Contesting the disempowering effects of the hegemonic curriculum by embracing 
the notion of multiple knowledges that are equally valid, is certainly important. Re-
constructing the mainstream curriculum by incorporating content and pedagogies 
that build on the interests and perspectives of the least advantaged is also a valuable 
acknowledgement of and response to the needs of the cultural diversity of the com-
munities that schools serve. Rather than teachers simply modifying their approach 
to fit the qualities or skills possessed by minority children, it is also important that a 
socially just curriculum equips students with “the best of what contemporary soci-
ety has to offer” (Comber & Hill, 2000, p. 80); complex collections of practices that 
make up the cultural capital valued by dominant groups. The challenge for teachers 
is to teach the academic skills and competencies required to enable their students 
to succeed in mainstream societies, while also ensuring that they value students’ 
existing cultural repertoires.

Specifically, Delpit (1997) would argue that teachers from Crimson Brook Sec-
ondary College can make a difference for these students by using visible peda-
gogic models: taking nothing for granted and making explicit the rules of that 
culture through examples, illustrations and narratives that facilitate the acquisition 
of school knowledge. As discussed in Chap. 5, Bernstein (1990) suggests that the 
use of such pedagogies weakens the relationship between social class and aca-
demic achievement, while ensuring that the school provides all students with “the 
discourse patterns, interactional styles, and spoken and written language codes 
that will allow them success in the larger society” (Delpit, 1997, p. 585). In this 
way, learning can open up ways of transforming the situation of the marginalised. 
The point is not to eliminate the cultural capital that students bring with them to 
school or use it to limit their potential, but rather to add other cultural capital to 
their repertoires (Delpit, 1992). Indeed, parents from Crimson Brook suggested 
that teachers need to acknowledge and make connections in the classroom with 
the knowledges and experiences that marginalised students bring to school. As one 
parent pointed out:

The Challenge for Teachers
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I have two nephews that are [some] of the worst [kids] at the school, but because they have 
a lot of younger brothers and sisters and they’ve helped raise [them] … they know a lot 
more than they might get credit for … They’d know a lot more than what they think they 
do even. Like they know how to budget nearly before they get to secondary school. They 
know how to shop … And [then they] come to school and have to sit in a classroom. That 
would be like being an adult at home and then coming to school and having to be a kid and 
sit in the class with all the others … Cooking, you know, involves a lot of science. But it’s 
taught differently [at school] so, yeah, they’d know it they just don’t realise they know it. 
(Parent # 22)

However, the species of capital, or more specifically the volume and structure of 
capital held by these students, defines their position in the space of play, and limits 
the moves that they can make in the game of schooling.

Teachers as Agents of Transformation

Despite repeated calls for teachers to be aware of and build upon the literacies their 
students bring to classrooms (Heath, 1983; Cairney & Ruge, 1998), many schools 
continue to give priority to the stories of the lives enjoyed by “well-off, highly 
educated and socially conforming groups” (Hattam et al., 1998). While irrelevant 
curricula is more often than not the norm for minority students, teachers can act as 
agents of transformation rather than reproduction. That is, depending on the peda-
gogy, curriculum and assessment on offer, schools and teachers can either:

silence students by denying their voice, that is, by refusing to allow them to speak from 
their own histories, experiences, and social positions, or [they] can enable them to speak 
by being attentive to how different voices can be constituted within specific pedagogical 
relations so as to engage their histories and experiences in both an affirmative and critical 
way. (Giroux, 1990, p. 91)

Instead of being a site of ‘disjunction and dislocation’ (Comber & Hill, 2000), 
schools can relate curricula to students’ worlds, making the classroom more in-
clusive by legitimating locally produced knowledge. We agree with Young (1990), 
who contends that it is the role of teachers to redress the oppressive institutional 
constraints that render the perspectives of students from non-dominant groups as 
invisible and which inhibit them from exercising their capabilities and expressing 
their experiences and ideas. By ensuring that there are transparent links between 
the classroom and the world beyond, teachers and schools can encourage and as-
sist students to draw on their cultural experiences in order to succeed academically 
(Gale & Densmore, 2000).

However, recognising the cultural symbols that are important to their students 
does not mean that teachers “abandon their responsibility to make [academic] judg-
ments … for the young, nor does it mean that they adopt a vacuous cultural relativ-
ism” (Dyson, 1997, p. 180). While schools need to create environments that value 
and appreciate cultural differences, it is also important that students have access to 
the cultural capital of the dominant. Teachers play a key role in this accumulation 
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process, particularly for students who have ‘cultural capital in the wrong currency’, 
like many of the marginalised students from Crimson Brook. Indeed, for the individ-
uals and groups of students historically at risk in our education system—including 
rural and remote students, students from low-socioeconomic status backgrounds, 
and Indigenous students—“apart from family background, it is good teachers who 
make the greatest difference to student outcomes from schooling” (Hayes, Mills, 
Christie, & Lingard, 2006, p. 1). The challenge for teachers is to teach the academic 
skills and competencies required to enable their students to succeed in mainstream 
societies, while also ensuring that they acknowledge and respond to the cultural and 
linguistic diversity of the communities they serve.

Political philosophers such as Nancy Fraser and Iris Marion Young conceptu-
alise this “as a tension between an impulse toward redistribution of power-elite 
capital on one hand; and, on the other hand, toward recognition and valuation of 
diverse social-cultural identity formations” (Zipin, 2005, p. 2, emphasis original). 
Fraser (1997) challenges us to move beyond redistribution and recognition and pur-
sue a theory and politics of transformation by engaging with the deep structures that 
generate injustice. In pursuing “redistributive and cultural justice simultaneously, 
in ways that move beyond their contradictory logics … the aim is to remedy social 
disadvantage through problematising and restructuring the underlying frameworks 
that generate such disadvantage” (Keddie, 2005, p. 87). Keddie (2006) suggests that 
such “radical re-envisionings of curriculum and pedagogy … might work to dis-
mantle and transform the inequitable power relations and underlying frameworks 
that generate … injustice within and beyond the contexts of education” (p. 21). For 
teachers concerned with making a difference, these principles are offered in the 
hope that they might inform strategies that are cognisant of the uniqueness of the 
specific educational contexts within which they work.

Teachers as Agents of Transformation
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This chapter examines the restructuring of marginalised students’ habitus; specifi-
cally, the pedagogical messages of schooling that frame what it means to be identi-
fied as a student. We explore the tensions between how marginalised students see 
themselves and how they are seen by their peers, teachers and fellow community 
members. Specifically, it asks: how do marginalised students from Crimson Brook 
Secondary College see themselves? How do their peers, teachers and fellow com-
munity members see them? What do they want them to become? What do they 
expect them to become? The tensions in these issues are addressed with specific 
reference to Bourdieu’s concept of habitus.

Habitus is not necessarily a unique or original concept, having been linked to 
writers such as Aristotle, Hegel, Husserl, Merleau-Ponty, Weber and Durkheim. 
Bourdieu’s version of habitus reflects his effort to escape the mechanistic tenden-
cies of Saussure’s structuralism without relapsing into subjectivism. It is ironic, 
then, that habitus has been subject to widespread criticism on the basis of its ‘latent 
determinism’. While some of Bourdieu’s concepts are better understood than oth-
ers, habitus is less well known and is probably Bourdieu’s most contested concept 
(Reay, 2004). As Reay (2004) points out, “there is an increasing tendency for ha-
bitus to be sprayed throughout academic texts like ‘intellectual hair spray’ (Hey, 
2003), bestowing gravitas without doing any theoretical work” (p. 432).

As a way of accounting for the fact that there are other principles that gener-
ate practices beside rational calculation, habitus refers to “a system of durable, 
transposable dispositions which functions as the generative basis of structured, 
objectively unified practices” (Bourdieu, 1979, p. vii). As outlined in Chap. 2, 
the term characterises the recurring patterns of class outlook—the beliefs, values, 
conduct, speech, dress and manners—which are inculcated by everyday experi-
ences within the family, the peer group and the school. Implying habit, or un-
thinking-ness in actions, the habitus operates below the level of calculation and 
consciousness, underlying and conditioning and orienting practices by providing 
individuals with a sense of how to act and respond in the course of their daily 
lives “without consciously obeying rules explicitly posed as such” (Bourdieu, 
1990a, p. 76).
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The dispositions (capacities, tendencies, propensities or inclinations) that con-
stitute the habitus are acquired through a gradual process of inculcation, making it 
a complex amalgam of past and present. For Bourdieu, the body is a “mnemonic 
device upon and in which the very basics of culture, the practical taxonomies of 
the habitus, are imprinted and encoded in a socialising or learning process which 
commences during early childhood” (Jenkins, 2002, pp. 75–76), enabling it on the 
appropriate occasion to produce skilful social activity. The system of dispositions 
that individuals acquire depends on the position they occupy in society, which is 
related to their particular endowment in capital (Wacquant, 1998). Therefore, the 
dispositions produced are also structured in the sense that:

they unavoidably reflect the social conditions within which they were acquired. An individ-
ual from a working-class background, for instance, will have acquired dispositions which 
are different in certain respects from those acquired by individuals who were brought up in 
a middle-class milieu. (Thompson, 1991, p. 13)

The habitus of some students will resemble more closely the values that the school 
seeks to transmit consciously (and also unconsciously) and to legitimate. As Grenfell 
and James (1998a) point out, “proximity to this orthodoxy at birth has a determinate 
effect on habitus not only in ways of thinking which more closely approximate that 
of schools but in terms of a whole cultural disposition” (p. 21). Indeed, “the most 
privileged students … owe the habits, behaviour and attitudes which help them 
directly in pedagogic tasks to their social origins” (Bourdieu & Passeron, 1964; in 
Grenfell & James, 1998a, p. 21).

While the habitus disposes social actors to do certain things, it is a “strategy-
generating principle enabling agents to cope with unforeseen and ever-changing 
situations” (Bourdieu, 1977b, p. 72). Although Bourdieu recognises the existence 
of objective structures—“which are independent of the consciousness and desires 
of agents and are capable of guiding or constraining their practices” (Bourdieu, 
1990a, p. 123)—action is not “the mere carrying out of a rule, or obedience to 
a rule. Social agents … are not automata regulated like clocks, in accordance 
with laws which they do not understand. In most complex games … they put 
into action the incorporated principles of a generative habitus” (Bourdieu, 1990a,  
pp. 9–10).

Cognisant of these dual imperatives of the habitus, we propose that the way stu-
dents see themselves and the way they are seen by their peers, teachers and fellow 
community members, fall largely into two categories: those with a reproductive ha-
bitus, who recognise the constraint of social conditions and conditionings and tend 
to read the future that fits them; and those with a transformative habitus, who rec-
ognise the capacity for improvisation and tend to look for opportunities for action in 
the social field. Although some teachers appear to be attempting a transformation of 
students, in this chapter we argue that teachers should also value and give voice to 
who students are, as they identify themselves. While reproductive and transforma-
tive habitus are considered separately, we understand them as dialectically related; 
they are potentials within each agent.
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The Reproductive Habitus

In providing individuals with a sense of how to act in the course of their daily 
lives, the habitus disposes actors to do certain things, orienting their actions and 
inclinations, without strictly determining them. This sense of what is appropriate 
and what is not means that certain ways of behaving seem altogether natural. In the 
habitus of students from Crimson Brook Secondary College there appear two broad 
senses of how to act. Some tend to (i) feel the burden of their circumstances, while 
others (ii) read the future that fits them.

Feeling the Burden of Their Circumstances

While some students from Crimson Brook face issues of poverty and homelessness 
on a day-to-day basis, many more feel the burden of their circumstances in the way 
the town and its people are perceived by others. This seems to influence how sev-
eral of the town’s inhabitants view themselves, impacting upon their self-esteem and 
future ambitions. For example, the spatial location of the community seems to influ-
ence how several of Crimson Brook’s inhabitants view themselves. One teacher with 
whom we spoke drew a comparison between the school’s community and her previ-
ous posting, both of which were “a little centre outside a big centre” (Teacher # 17). 
She believed that ‘the kids’ at Crimson Brook “feel that they’re not as good as the 
people who come from the city” (Teacher # 17).

Many spoke of the constant uphill battle to improve the image of the town, which 
is perceived as a place “where everyone [has] three eyes and people have scars where 
the extra head used to be” (Teacher # 20). As one teacher pointed out, “they have 
very low self-esteem, these kids” (Teacher # 19). In fact, “you’ll find that a lot of kids 
when they go to [the city], they don’t want anyone to know that they’re from [here]. 
They’re … ashamed … to be seen in a school T-shirt” (Parent # 19). Further, “they get 
picked on in sport, picked on if they go away for different excursions” (Parent # 19).

But it is not just students from other schools in the region that contribute to 
perpetuating the negative stereotype of members of this community. During inter-
view, the Principal mentioned an incident involving a staff member teaching in the 
local university bridging program. Around the time of the research, students from 
the school visited the university where “one of the lecturers actually stood up and 
asked to see the scar on the kid’s shoulders because supposedly kids [from Crimson 
Brook] had two heads” (Principal).

Low expectations of the students from Crimson Brook Secondary College are 
also expressed, albeit inadvertently, by the principals of other schools in the region. 
After one of the leadership network meetings, where school leaders from around 
the region regularly gather together to share ideas, the Principal of the school “had 
probably two or three principals and representatives of schools ring her to say how 
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fantastic the kids were” (Teacher # 17). Although the Principal “congratulated the 
whole school community on it and put it in their [community newsletter] … we 
kind of thought, in a way it’s saying they were surprised that the kids would be [like 
that]” (Teacher # 17).

The attitude towards the town’s people appears to spill across into their adult 
lives, impacting on their opportunities for employment. As one parent commented:

If [the kids] say they come from Crimson Brook the employers don’t really want to know 
[about them] … But I did observe once there was a fellow got put on at the bank … and he 
said that the only reason he got that job was because he went to [a prestigious private school 
in the city]. He said if he’d finished his schooling at Crimson Brook he wouldn’t have got 
the job. (Parent # 19)

In short, “attendance at a particular school—for staff and students—has its own 
value in the market place” (Lingard et al., 2003, p. 86). In feeling the burden of their 
circumstances, some find it difficult to transcend the way they are stereotyped and 
develop a more reproductive habitus. This affects the way they view themselves 
and also influences their aspirations for their futures. As one teacher commented, 
“I think these kids are just wonderful but … some of them just lack that confidence 
that you see in other kids from different towns” (Teacher # 19).

As highlighted in Chap. 4, the school also faces difficulties attracting quality 
staff, a problem which some believe is related to the way the community is per-
ceived by outsiders. One teacher spoke about a student teacher, who was undertak-
ing her practicum in the school but was “scared of coming here because she thought 
the kids would beat her up and that kids carried weapons here … other students at 
the [local] university have told her that” (Teacher # 17). The school Principal has 
had similar experiences: “Really bad incidents … are targeted and brought up all 
the time … even to the extent where we had university students … [believing] that 
actually a teacher had been killed in our school last year” (Principal). These are 
some of the things that the school and the broader community battle against and that 
continue to foster a reproductive habitus in some. It is telling that when one of the 
students interviewed as part of the research was asked what she would change if she 
could change anything at all about the school, she said, “Change it’s reputation … 
[It’s] really hard to deal with when you go away and everyone says Crimson Brook 
is really bad” (Student # 22). Still, she believes “that’ll never happen … It’s pretty 
much set in stone” (Student # 22).

The high unemployment rate in the community also contributes to students feel-
ing the burden of their circumstances. As one parent pointed out:

There’s not [many] job opportunities here when they leave [school]. Already you know 
[some of them are] just going to sit at home … on [unemployment benefits] … And there’s 
always, “Why should we go to school? It’s not going to get us anything”. (Parent # 22)

Teachers also noticed that some of the students “haven’t got the motivation to try” 
(Teacher # 19). One teacher spoke of two students in her class in the previous year:

[They] dropped out [of school] … and I would see them walking around the streets … 
drunk or sniffing glue at 11 o’clock in the morning, doing absolutely nothing with their 
lives … I guess … they couldn’t see any end in sight. (Teacher # 22)
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A reproductive habitus in some, then, induces a disposition of hopelessness. Their 
poverty “imposes itself on them with a necessity so total that it allows them no 
glimpse of a reasonable exit” (Bourdieu, 1979, p. 61). Like the lads in Willis’ 
ethnographic study of working-class boys in an industrial area of England in the 
1970s, students with a reproductive habitus “understand schools as out of touch 
with their lived experiences and irrelevant to their future lives” (Nolan & Anyon, 
2004, p. 144). Moreover, they “reject school culture because they see through the 
myth of meritocracy. They know that, as members of the working class, there is 
little chance that they will enter the middle class” (Nolan & Anyon, 2004, p. 139). 
In this way, they play an active role in their own class reproduction, even as they 
engage in resistant practices.

The lack of employment opportunities in the community, coupled with the fact 
that a number of generations within the town have had welfare dependency thrust 
upon them, could play an important role in shaping a reproductive habitus. As dis-
cussed in Chap. 3:

There are some kids here who are second, third or even fourth, fifth generation unemployed 
… and they don’t see a lot of activity around the place … there’s not a lot of inspiration. 
They can’t look out the window and see something going on like you can [in the city] … So 
there’s nothing here for them to say, “That’s where I’d like to work”. (Teacher # 18)

These people feel constrained by their circumstances; a feeling or disposition that 
seems to reproduce these constraints. Indeed, they appear largely incapable of per-
ceiving social reality, in all of its arbitrariness, as anything other than ‘the way things 
are’ (Jenkins, 2002). Lapsing into apathy or despair, they take themselves and their 
social world for granted. As pointed out in Chap. 3, in a community such as this one 
“with the overwhelming majority of families having spells of long-term jobless-
ness” we find that “other alternatives such as welfare … are not only increasingly 
relied on, they come to be seen as a way of life” (Wilson, 1987, p. 57). Noel Pearson 
(in Grasswill, 2002) has made similar comments about the attitudes of many of his 
Indigenous peers (on the York Peninsula in Northern Queensland, Australia), that 
have been kept in dependency by often well-meaning welfare schemes. Giddens 
(1994) similarly argues that welfare measures may create “exclusionary ghettos” 
where “what seem to be economic benefits serve actually to fix an individual in a 
social position or status from which it is difficult to escape” (p. 185).

Moreover, linked processes of self-limitation and self-censorship mean that 
often, “too conscious of their destiny and too unconscious of the ways in which it 
is brought about” (Bourdieu & Passeron, 1979, pp. 71–72), the dominated become 
consenting victims to bleak futures. As one teacher noted:

Even kids who are being bashed by parents … would protect their parents because they 
don’t have anywhere else to go. They’re not old enough to say, “This is really crappy, I 
need to move on”. And so they’ll put up with it … People say, “They couldn’t have been too 
worried about it”. They were, but they didn’t know what to do. It’s the same with all these 
other circumstances. (Teacher # 18)

Although this is a dramatic illustration, it is indicative of the way that a reproduc-
tive habitus takes things for granted, rather than recognising that there are ways that 

The Reproductive Habitus



94 7 Acquiring a Feel for the Game

the situation could be transformed. Students, “even the most disadvantaged, tend to 
perceive the world as natural and to find it much more acceptable than one might 
imagine, especially when one looks at the situation of the dominated through the 
social eyes of the dominant” (Bourdieu, 1990a, pp. 130–131). Bourdieu and Pas-
seron (1990) understand such negative dispositions and predispositions which can 
lead to “self-elimination … self-depreciation, devalorization of the School and its 
sanctions or resigned expectation of failure or exclusion … as unconscious anticipa-
tion of the sanctions the School objectively has in store for the dominated classes” 
(pp. 204–205).

Reading the Future That Fits Them

Feeling the burden of one’s circumstances is not the only expression of a reproduc-
tive habitus. For example, as discussed in previous chapters, the Principal suggested 
that roughly 3% of the students planned to go on to tertiary education, some planned 
on seeking employment, while many others intended to apply for unemployment 
benefits. The latter group are students who, according to Bourdieu, are reading the 
future that fits them, confining possibilities to those they see to be suitable for the 
social group to which they belong.

As one teacher explained, the kids who are full of confidence in the schooling 
environment still say, “Oh yeah but we’re only from Crimson Brook, you know, 
as if to say we’re really not worth much of anything” (Teacher # 19). A reproduc-
tive habitus, then, tends to be structuring, “defining limits upon what is conceiv-
able as perception and practice” (Codd, 1990, p. 139). Another teacher explained 
this as the “kids don’t have any self-esteem. The community doesn’t have self-
esteem; they don’t believe in themselves as people. They don’t think there is hope 
or they’re able to achieve, and you can sense that within the kids” (Teacher # 16). 
Another teacher related a conversation she had with “one of the brightest girls in 
the school”:

She’s really bright and could be [an ‘A’] student so easily, has the intelligence, is very 
mature, critical thinker, but hands in her work late or will do it the day before … So I said, 
“What are you going to do next year?” because she could get into university and I said, 
“Are you going to go to uni[versity]?” to which she just laughed and said, “Why would I 
put myself in a position where I could go and sit in a room where I would be the dumbest 
person there?” And I was just floored … She is Indigenous but … she could just do so much 
and yet she’s not going to. (Teacher # 17)

One reading of this is of a student resisting and opposing success in her academic 
pursuits, perhaps perceiving schooling as a subtractive process, as “one-way accul-
turation into the cultural frame of reference of the dominant group members of [her] 
society” (Fordham & Ogbu, 1986, p. 201). As noted in Chap. 5, Fordham and Ogbu 
(1986) theorise that such students view success as ‘white people’s prerogative’ and 
striving for success in school as ‘acting white’ at the expense of their own cultural 
and identity integrity. The resulting social pressures against striving for academic 
success can mean that some students who are academically able perform well below 
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their potential. These students are choosing, either consciously or unconsciously, to 
maintain their view of their own identity in what they perceive as a choice between 
allegiance to ‘them’ or ‘us’ (Delpit, 1992).

For those with a reproductive habitus, then, “outlooks on the future depend 
closely on the objective potentialities which are defined for each individual by his 
or her social status and material conditions of existence” (Bourdieu, 1979, p. 53). 
In Bourdieu’s (1977b) terms, the “subjective expectation of objective probabilities” 
(p. 72) are realised. This adjustment between “the individual’s hopes, aspirations, 
goals and expectations, on the one hand, and the objective situation in which they 
find themselves by virtue of their place in the social order, on the other” (Jenkins, 
2002, p. 28), means that those with a reproductive habitus know how to ‘read’ the 
future that fits them, which is made for them and for which they are said to be 
made (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992). Their aspirations are defined by objective 
conditions that exclude the possibility of hoping for the unobtainable, expressing 
it both as an impossibility and a taboo (Bourdieu, 1974). Experiencing their plight 
as inevitable and natural, they seem incapable of imagining the possibility of social 
change and fall back on their own perceived inadequacies as the explanation for 
their distress (Jenkins, 2002). “Realism about the future is engendered by the reality 
of the present” (Jenkins, 2002, p. 28) and through processes of self-limitation and 
self-censorship, they confine possibilities to those possible for the social group to 
which they belong.

For example, one teacher suggested that many of the students are not:
there for the fact of where they could go with their education … They don’t have goals, 
they don’t have dreams … not that you have to when you’re 13 years of age but just even to 
have role models and go, “I can be anything that I want to be”, there’s not that hope in them. 
There’s not that place of going, “I can do this if I wanted to”. (Teacher # 16)

For this particular teacher, the limits that a reproductive habitus imposed on her stu-
dents in terms of what was conceived as possible for their futures, provided a major 
source of frustration. It is through this resignation that “the dominated manifest 
practically, without even considering the possibility of doing otherwise, their prac-
tical acceptance (in the mode of illusio) of the possibilities and the impossibilities 
inscribed in the field” (Bourdieu, 1990a, p. 112, emphasis original). Commenting 
on this “paring down of aspirations to what could ‘realistically’ be achieved rather 
than aspirations for something more, which were perceived as unattainable ‘dreams’ 
for students from their sort of family or community” (Kilpatrick & Abbott-Chap-
man, 2002, p. 51), this teacher said, “it comes back to self-esteem, some of them 
don’t even think they’ve got ability” (Teacher # 16).

Individuals are therefore disposed to recognise and act in particular ways, al-
though Bourdieu explicitly rejects the implication that habitus determines our 
actions or futures in a mechanistic way, as Jenkins (2002) suggests. Habitus 
goes beyond a simple formulation of biological determinism (Grenfell & James, 
1998a). Yet the feel for the game is “an intentionality without intention which 
functions as the principle of strategies devoid of strategic design, without ration-
al computation and without the conscious positing of ends” (Bourdieu, 1990a, 
pp. 107–108). That is:

The Reproductive Habitus
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dispositions durably inculcated by objective conditions … engender aspirations and prac-
tices objectively compatible with those objective requirements, the most improbable prac-
tices are excluded, either totally without examination, as unthinkable, or at the cost of the 
double negation which inclines agents to make a virtue of necessity, that is, to refuse what 
is anyway refused and to love the inevitable. (Bourdieu, 1977b, p. 77, emphasis original)

These are also good examples of symbolic violence, a term Bourdieu uses to de-
scribe “the violence which is exercised upon a social agent with his or her complic-
ity” (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992, p. 167). Such violence, rather than being explicit 
or overt, is achieved indirectly. Indeed, “people play a role in reproducing their own 
subordination through the gradual internalisation and acceptance of those ideas and 
structures that tend to subordinate them” (Connolly & Healy, 2004, p. 15). Further, 
as Webb, Schirato, and Danaher (2002) suggest, such complicity with “dominant 
vision[s] of the world [occurs] not because we necessarily agree with [them], or 
because [they are] in our interests, but because there does not seem to be any alter-
native” (p. 92).

Peer pressure also seems to play a part in students’ self-limitation. One parent’s 
observation was that students believe that “if you want to do well at school … you 
think you’re better than what you are” (Parent # 22). She told us about her son who 
“wanted to be an architect and now he’s changed his [mind] … because he doesn’t 
think he’s smart enough” (Parent # 22). In discussing this further, she revealed that 
“listening to others [saying], ‘You’re not smart enough’” (Parent # 22) has changed 
his ambitions. This pressure to read the future that fits them is a good example of the 
constraints of external reality or the “subjective expectation of objective probabili-
ties” (Bourdieu, 1977b, p. 72) being realised by the reproductive habitus. Bourdieu 
would explain this student’s actions as succumbing to pressure to conform to the 
objective future defined for individuals ‘like him’. Bourdieu and Wacquant (1992) 
point out that social agents are reasonable; they are not fools:

They know how to ‘read’ the future that fits them, which is made for them and for which 
they are made (by opposition to everything that the expression ‘this is not for the likes of 
us’ designates), through practical anticipations that grasp, at the very surface of the present, 
what unquestionably imposes itself as that which ‘has’ to be done or said (and which will 
retrospectively appear as the ‘only’ thing to do or say). (pp. 129–130)

It can be seen then, that:
The influence of peer groups … reinforces, among the least privileged children, the influ-
ence of the family milieu and the general social environment, which tend to discourage 
ambitions seen as excessive and always somewhat suspect in that they imply rejection of 
the individual’s social origins. Thus, everything conspires to bring back those who … ‘have 
no future’ to ‘reasonable’ hopes … and in fact, in many cases, to make them give up hope. 
(Bourdieu, 1974, p. 35)

The value that parents and the community place on education can also work to en-
gender a reproductive habitus in some. To borrow an example discussed in Chap. 3:

In some cases … nobody in the family sees value in education so [the students] don’t see 
any value in education … [I asked one of the students], “What are you gonna do when you 
leave school?” He said, “I’ll stay home, go on [unemployment benefits]” … I found out 
that granddad and dad had both worked in the mine and had been [dismissed from work] … 
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and they all lived in this one big house, grandma and granddad and mum and dad and about 
four or five kids … and they were all collecting various types of social security and nobody 
had bothered to do anything else. (Teacher # 18)

In the school environment, then, “Some of them don’t see the reason why they 
should try. They go home to parents who don’t work … [And] because of the high 
unemployment rate, they’re not seeing what education can do for them” (Teacher 
# 16). This attests to the strength of parental influence in shaping a reproductive 
habitus in their children. Indeed, Kilpatrick and Abbott-Chapman (2002) argue that 
it is family members and their networks that are the sources of “information and ad-
vice that help shape the aspirations and expectations of young people as they forge 
pathways from school to further education and/or work, and assist them in raising 
or lowering their sights on work/study goals” (p. 45).

It is not only students’ low self-esteem or the lack of employment opportunities 
in the area that perpetuate a reproductive habitus. It could be argued that teachers, 
too, can play a role in shaping a reproductive habitus in their students through com-
municating low expectations. For example, one parent mentioned her concern that 
her son’s maths teacher saw no need for a parent–teacher interview in spite of his 
poor results in a number of areas:

I think our expectations are different to the school ‘cause we just got [our son’s] reports on 
Friday so we’re going to have to come up next week and have interviews and discuss ‘cause 
he’s done well overall but … I think it was in his maths he got an overall—he got a B plus 
or something but in a couple of areas he got D’s … but because he got a B plus average, yes, 
they just said he’s fine. (Parent # 22)

Another parent spoke of her friend, who was shocked to learn that her son had failed 
English: 

Last year [my friend’s son] failed English … It was an extreme shock. All through that year 
the boy thought he was doing okay … [and the parents] had no contact with the teacher, 
he’d never asked for parent interviews, he never let them know in any way whatsoever that 
[their son] was struggling. (Parent # 19)

As discussed in Chap. 3, such parents were of the view that the school operated in 
the interests of ‘good families’ and that it was less concerned about the education of 
their ‘bad’ or ‘deficient’ children. These parents believed that teachers had very low 
expectations of their children and barely noticed when they were underachieving. 
In short, by accepting poor academic results as natural or inevitable, teachers are 
acting in ways that do not serve students’ best interests.

The Transformative Habitus

Here—in the midst of reproduction—are the beginnings of a transformative ha-
bitus. A transformative habitus sees possibilities in what might otherwise appear 
constraining; invites agency and is generative of alternatives not immediately 
apparent.

The Transformative Habitus
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According to Giddens (1994):
involuntary unemployment, like unwanted divorce, is often traumatic because of the dam-
age it does to an individual’s sense of security and self-respect as much as because of the 
economic deprivation it causes … Just as what unemployment actually is depends substan-
tially on subjective attitudes, so too do reactions to it; these flow from narratives of self-
identity, as well as acting to disrupt or alter them. (pp. 186–187)

What one may experience as incapacitating, another may see as generative of op-
portunities for self-enhancement or self-renewal (Jordan, James, Kay, & Redley, 
1992). The latter is true of the transformative habitus. In our research, for example, 
we heard of “kids who are determined not to let coming from Crimson Brook be 
any hindrance to what they plan to do” (Teacher # 17). Rather than confining pos-
sibilities to those deemed appropriate for the social group to which they belong, the 
beliefs, values and conduct of those with a transformative habitus are creative and 
inventive. Students with a transformative habitus recognise possibilities and act in 
ways that transform their situations.

Recognising Possibilities for Action in the Social World

Rather than defining limits upon themselves and working within the perceived con-
straints of social conditions and conditionings, the ways of behaving and responding 
that seem natural to those with a transformative habitus recognise the capacity for 
improvisation. Their sens du jeu or ‘feel for the game’ allows their habitus to gener-
ate strategies that are adapted to an endless number of possible situations (Mahar, 
1990). It would appear that a transformative habitus can be nurtured by teachers by 
holding high expectations of students; wanting these students to see opportunities 
to change their lives rather than read the future that seems to be made for them. 
The Principal, for example, recounted that it was her ambition for the students from 
Crimson Brook to ‘go on and make a life for themselves’, which initially drew her 
to the job at the school: 

I never intended to be at Crimson Brook Secondary College because my impression of 
Crimson Brook from being an ex-[city] person was that it was very low socio-economic … 
[But] because I came from a similar community, I was interested in giving something back 
to people like me so that they could have similar opportunities … In hindsight I probably 
[thought] I could save some of the kids … I could see … the needs that the kids seemed to 
have that weren’t being met and I thought, “I can help you”. (Principal)

Another teacher touched upon how she makes an effort to:
contact [the parents] to introduce myself or to have a chat about … the great things that 
[their] children are doing … I try to make them feel that I’m [available for] them to come 
and see me because they want the best for their child and I definitely want the best for their 
child … I want to work with them, just to see their kids grow up and have a better life. 
(Teacher # 16)

This teacher mentioned one particular occasion where she became quite angry with 
one of her students: “I have higher expectations of [these students] … If they’re 
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[engaged in post-compulsory schooling], they should have intrinsic motivation to 
be here” (Teacher # 16). Her way of dealing with this frustration was to “say, ‘I’m 
doing this because I think you’re worth it’ … It’s saying to them … I want them 
to grow up and be something” (Teacher # 16). In Bourdieu’s terms, the teacher’s 
frustration is with the reproductive habitus she observes in some of her students and 
her battle to engender more transformative dispositions. While she may recognise 
possibilities, some of her students may not. This kind of transformative habitus is 
well explained by Certeau’s (1984) analysis of the ‘uses’ that some find for imposed 
conditions; uses that are sensitive to possibilities (Gale & Densmore, 2003).

Many staff also realise that if they are “trying to keep kids at school after the age 
of 15 they need to cater for kids that probably don’t want to be [there]” (Parent # 
20). That is, it is not about “just keeping [the students] here, but making it meaning-
ful for them” (Parent # 20). To this end, Crimson Brook established: “Traineeships 
for the seniors … where they’re doing one or two days work experience a week to-
wards the end of senior [schooling]. So that’s got to be a [good thing] for those kids 
that don’t intend to go on to university” (Parent # 20). Another parent agreed that 
the scheme is, “just brilliant, it really helps the kids to step into that job full-time 
after they leave school or to get that experience to go somewhere else” (Parent # 
23). One of the teachers commented that the scheme makes a big difference to some 
of the ‘problem students’.

They might be problem students at school because they’re doing subjects that they find bor-
ing and rigid. But they come back now a couple of days [a week] and … they seem to have 
grown up and broadened their world view a bit more so the opportunities that they can see 
are a bit more tangible for them now. (Teacher # 20)

Such schemes, while recognising the diversity of students and their futures, provide 
further examples of the way that some staff members are endeavouring to nurture a 
transformative habitus in students, encouraging them to make ‘use’ of their circum-
stances, to see the possibilities.

Acting in Ways to Transform Situations

While our dispositions “enable us to recognise the possibilities for action and at the 
same time prevent us from recognising other possibilities” (Codd, 1990, p. 139), 
those with a transformative habitus recognise opportunities for improvisation or 
‘tactics’ (Certeau, 1984) and act in ways to transform situations. As Connell (1993) 
argues, “even dominant groups do not seek simple ‘reproduction’ through educa-
tion. They know the world is changing, and they want the schools to help their 
children get ahead of the game” (p. 29).

According to one teacher, the lack of employment opportunities in the town has 
created two distinct attitudes among students. The first is:

I’m going to go on [unemployment benefits] anyway. There’s no jobs here, what am I going 
to do? The other theme would be, I’ve got to get out of here … Their whole aim is to get 

The Transformative Habitus
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out of Crimson Brook … So some work really hard to go [on] to [tertiary education] … 
because they don’t want to be like the person down the road with four kids and not able to 
pay bills. (Teacher # 22)

A third response is to create a future within Crimson Brook despite its apparent 
limitations. This attitude of some students wanting to do well at school and within 
the town is indicative of a transformative habitus, where “social life [is] no longer 
lived as fate” (Giddens, 1994, p. 185). Certeau’s (1984) distinction between produc-
ers (those who dominate spaces) and consumers (those who occupy them) is useful 
here in explaining the disposition we have in mind. In brief, the transformative 
habitus ‘acts on’ rather than simply being ‘acted on’. One student we spoke with 
illustrated this well. She had done all her schooling in Crimson Brook from pre-
school to secondary school and her ambition was to be a mechanic, but this had not 
always been the case:

I’m in senior classes now and I really want to be a mechanic … Whereas the last couple of 
years I didn’t care if I ended up in the street … I’m more committed to schooling [now] … 
But beforehand I didn’t have any idea of what I wanted to be so I didn’t really care where 
I ended up. (Student # 25)

Another student, who once viewed suspension as a holiday, told us, “Just think-
ing about how I am going to be when I’m older with no job … That’s what I don’t 
want to do” (Student # 23). By acting in ways that will transform their situations, 
we could analyse the actions of these students as an attempt to make things happen, 
rather than have things happen to them. This is what Giddens (1994) refers to as a 
generative politics.

Teachers in the school had their own views on what required transformation and 
how it could be achieved. As noted above, several believed in the importance of 
catering for students with different futures, and supporting them in their various en-
deavours. For one teacher, this meant that: “Not all kids are meant … to be spending 
four years of their life in university because they’d be wasting their time … They 
can get apprenticeships and try different avenues where their abilities are” (Teacher 
# 16). This view of ‘transformation’ looks very similar to the reproduction noted 
above. While there is merit in the notion that all students should experience success 
in their schooling, such comments do not necessarily take account of the broader 
social and political influences that prepare students for some futures and not others. 
Several of these issues are evident in the comments of the following teacher:

Some of our assessment regimes are fairly antiquated and I’d like to work fairly heavily 
with staff on making the assessment different so that kids can experience success but at the 
same time make sure that we still have a lot of academic rigour in what we do, ’cause they 
still have to go and compete in the … real world for jobs. (Teacher # 22)

In a similar vein, one parent said, “I would love the kids to participate in more things 
… I don’t want this school and this town to be their whole world” (Parent # 20). She 
went on to say:

I think any experiences [children] have gives them a broader view of things … Just trying 
to get them to meet different people and go to different things makes them more thoughtful 
… Some people who have been here forever, they really don’t have that broad view and 



101

they’re very narrow minded and we’re trying to bring our kids up so that they’re not [like 
that]. (Parent # 20)

One teacher referred to a family who had “been in Crimson Brook for a hundred 
years or so” (Teacher # 18). He believed that:

Even thinking about leaving would be [traumatic] … I think the thought of pulling up 
stumps and going somewhere else turns them into shivering wrecks … And what we do 
with those kids is … we make sure they go on excursions and expose them to the outside 
world so they get to see what other people do. (Teacher # 18)

These are better examples of schools working towards countering a reproductive 
habitus with a transformative one, by exposing students to possibilities and oppor-
tunities; ‘countering’ in the sense of counter-hegemony. The need for such ‘counter-
ing’ is illustrated in the experience of one teacher who mentioned an experience she 
had had the previous year when she took students on an excursion to the nearby city 
to visit the cinema: 

The [new] cinemas in [the city] had been open [for about a year and a half before] … I took 
the kids there [on an excursion] … Some of them hadn’t even been there … We got off the 
bus … and these boys said, “We haven’t been here, it’s huge” … I was dumbfounded … A 
lot of [the students] have never been to [the capital of the state] … Some of them haven’t 
even been to [the beach]. (Teacher # 17)

This teacher wished that “it was easier for us to get kids into [the city] ‘cause they 
miss out on a lot of things … I would like to see more opportunities for them. I think 
that would make a difference” (Teacher # 17). For some students, who have never 
been to a cinema or a beach and know nothing but the town in which they live, per-
haps such “awakening of consciousness” (Bourdieu, 1990a, p. 116) will be the only 
way that they might come to recognise other opportunities, instead of confining 
their futures to those deemed possible for the social group to which they belong.

Transformatory Possibility?

In this chapter we have suggested that the way students see themselves and the way 
they are seen by their peers, teachers and fellow community members, place stu-
dents into two broad categories: those with a reproductive habitus (who recognise 
the constraint of social conditions and conditionings and tend to read the future that 
fits them) and those with a transformative habitus (who recognise the capacity for 
improvisation and tend to generate opportunities for action in the social field).

While in this chapter the reproductive and transformative habitus have been 
considered separately for analytical purposes, we understand them as dialectically 
related; they are potentials within each agent, “the products of opportunities and 
constraints framing the individual’s earlier life experiences” (Reay, 1995, p. 355). 
Within the Bourdieuian literature, habitus is both “generative (of perceptions 
and practice) and structuring (that is, defining limits upon what is conceivable as 
perception and practice)” (Codd, 1990, p. 139). Bourdieu’s attempt to “undermine 

Transformatory Possibility?
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the dualisms of objectivism and subjectivism, structure and agent, determinism 
and phenomenology” is a central element of his work (Kenway & McLeod, 2004, 
p. 528). This creative yet limited capacity for improvisation reveals both the dy-
namic structure of social reality and the constraint of social conditions where many 
of us believe there to be choice and free will (Bourdieu, 1990a).

As explored in Chap. 2, and as Kenway and McLeod (2004) point out, “there re-
mains much contestation over the extent to which this is ultimately an account of so-
cial determination and reproduction, where the habitus is reducible to the effects of 
the field, or whether there is space for the improvisation of agents” (p. 528). Jenkins 
(2002), among others, argues that despite Bourdieu’s best efforts to “transcend the 
dualistic divide between ‘objectivism’ and ‘subjectivism’ … [he] remains caught in 
an unresolved contradiction between determinism and voluntarism, with the bal-
ance of his argument favouring the former” (p. 21). Although concerned to give to 
practice an active, inventive intention by insisting on the generative capacities of 
dispositions (Bourdieu, 1990a), some suggest that Bourdieu does not give nearly 
enough credit to agency and the revolutionary potential of agents. In this view, his 
world is far more reproductive than transformative; his social universe “ultimately 
remains one in which things happen to people, rather than a world in which they can 
intervene in their individual and collective destinies” (Jenkins, 2002, p. 91).

We agree with Harker (1984), who argues that “Bourdieu’s critics who claim that 
his theory is structurally ‘frozen’, with no room for human agency misperceive the 
basis of the theory” (p. 117). Bourdieu’s project has been consistently misinterpret-
ed as theoretical advances made in his more recent work have not been considered 
(May, 1994; Harker, 1984). While Bourdieu’s arguments are well known,

because Bourdieu writes predominantly in French, and is also constantly revising his work, 
there is often a time lag between the current development of his ideas and their publication 
in English. Consequently, what has tended to happen in the past is that Bourdieu has been 
criticised for holding ideas which he has, in fact, long since discarded. It has only been 
recently that the English-speaking academic world has begun to appreciate the develop-
ment of Bourdieu’s later thought, and his extensive ethnographic research, with commen-
taries which more effectively summarise his overall work. (May, 1994, p. 26)

To label Bourdieu as a ‘structuralist’, then: 
(a description Bourdieu specifically rejects) … is not only quite inaccurate, but also misses 
the point of what [he] is trying to accomplish—i.e. to account for agency in a constrained 
world, and to show how agency and structure are implicit in each other, rather than being 
the two poles of a continuum. (Harker & May, 1993, p. 177)

Like Harker and May (1993), we believe that habitus “sets the boundaries within 
which agents are ‘free’ to adopt strategic practices. These practices, based on the in-
tuitions of the practical sense, orient rather than strictly determine action” (p. 174). 
That is, habitus shapes, but does not determine our life choices. It is true, nonethe-
less, that “Bourdieu’s agency is not unconstrained. He can be seen as pessimistic 
only to the extent that there would appear to be no possibility of truly novel human 
agency” (Harker, 1984, p. 122). While choice is at the heart of habitus, at the same 
time the choices inscribed in the habitus are very clearly limited (Reay, 1995). In 
this sense, habitus lends itself to reproduction rather than transformation, although 
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the latter possibility is not excluded. Dillabough (2004) argues that it is here that 
Bourdieu “sheds light on a theoretical notion of identity that does not foreclose 
action or agency, yet accepts that such notions can never be seen as unconstrained 
action … or as individual acts of liberal freedom” (p. 498).

Such agentic notions of habitus are evident in the research of Lisa Adkins, who 
addresses change and continuity through the re-inscriptions of gender in new so-
cial and political times, and Lois McNay, who seeks to account for instability and 
change in gender (see McLeod (2005) for an account of such work). Similarly, 
Reay, David, and Ball’s (2005) work on student choice in higher education employs 
notions of habitus as both reproductive and transformative. McLeod (2005) argues 
that understanding habitus in this way is less an issue:

of choosing either side of the binary, than of rethinking the usual terms (freedom or resist-
ance) of … analytical debate. In other words, the critical dilemma becomes not simply one 
of freedom from the social field, or determination by it, or cultural reproduction versus 
cultural resistance … The more pressing political and analytical challenge is attempting to 
theorize both change and continuity … (p. 24, emphasis original)

However, it is important to ask whether it is appropriate for some teachers to at-
tempt a transformation of students, projecting onto them identities without regard 
for the communities they embody. Some would argue that it is through these “sym-
bolic and cultural mechanisms that working-class existence, in large part, becomes 
pathologized” (Lawler, 1999, p. 4). Indeed: 

The ‘working classes’ have been the source of much disappointment and disgust for the 
middle-class observers who have studied them, and, in large part, this is marked out through 
the lack of legitimacy granted to working-class cultural capital. Ian Roberts (1999) notes 
how sociological accounts of working-class life have historically positioned working-class 
people as untrustworthy, disgusting, apolitical (or right wing) and chaotic. They do not 
know the right things, they do not value the right things, they do not want the right things. 
(Lawler, 1999, p. 11, emphasis original)

In addition, then, teachers should value and give voice to who students are, as they 
identify themselves. While they should endeavour to develop in students a sense of 
transformative possibility, they should also be concerned to transform schooling; to 
provide educational opportunities that transform the life experiences of and open up 
opportunities for all young people, especially those disadvantaged by poverty and 
marginalised by difference (Lingard et al., 2003).

Transformatory Possibility?
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The involvement of parents or other important caregivers in their children’s school-
ing is an ideal that informs much contemporary practice in schools. In Lareau’s 
(1987) research, for example, teachers’ methods of presenting, teaching, and as-
sessing subject matter were based on a structure that presumed parents would help 
children at home. For some parents, such expectations are taken for granted and 
energetically pursued. They see education as “a shared enterprise and scrutinize, 
monitor, and supplement the school experience of their children” (Lareau, 1987, 
p. 81). However, other parents—often those from working class and ethnic minori-
ties—do not necessarily share these understandings, at least not in ways legitimated 
by schools. Indeed, many of the mothers interviewed in the research of David, Dav-
ies, Edwards, Reay, and Standing (1997) thought there was an unfair degree of 
responsibility placed on them for their children’s educational learning in the class-
room. David et al. (1997) found that “reactions to the division of labour existing 
between mothers and school staff ranged from disquiet, guilt, through to resentment 
and, in a few cases, open expressions of anger. Mothers got angry when they felt the 
school was delegating large areas of educational work to them” (p. 408). This array 
of reactions was also evident in our research. Given these different understandings 
of the role of parents in schools, facilitating community participation in disadvan-
taged communities in schools can be extremely difficult (Connell, 1993).

The main opportunity for parent participation at Crimson Brook Secondary Col-
lege is through formal committees: recognised forums for communication between 
parents, the school and the community. The Parents and Citizens’ (P&C) Associa-
tion is the predominant forum in the school for parent-principal liaisons. Any inter-
ested parent or community member is welcome to attend the meetings of the P&C 
Association, which sees itself largely as a fundraising body. Whereas, the School 
Council—constituted by the President of the P&C, two parents, two students and 
two staff representatives, as well as the Principal—is responsible for making deci-
sions regarding policy within the school. This is a more closed forum with rep-
resentatives responsible for taking the concerns of the school community to the 
Council. Finally, the school has a federally funded Aboriginal Student Support and 
Parent Awareness (ASSPA) Committee, which is responsible for the disbursement 
of ASSPA funds allocated to the school and its Indigenous students. The Committee 
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relies heavily on the commitment of two or three parents to keep it going. Despite 
these opportunities, parents are under-represented on most of the school decision-
making bodies. Most parents tend to deal directly with the Principal or with teach-
ers, rather than through the school’s collection of governing bodies.

While traditional explanations for parents’ non-participation in schooling—such 
as ‘they just don’t care’, ‘they’re too busy’, and/or ‘they think that schooling is not 
their concern’—are affirmed in our research, we also report on accounts that ad-
dress parental involvement in schooling from the standpoint of parents, particularly 
those positioned as not involved. In this way, this final chapter of the book seeks to 
give voice to those largely silenced in this discussion of who determines the prac-
tices of schooling. What emerges from these accounts are relations between school 
and parents characterised by feelings of inadequacy, impotence and tokenism, even 
when this is contrary to the explicit statements and intent of the school. In inter-
rogating the research data for reasons why parents do not participate in schooling, 
two identifiable explanations become clear. In particular, the reasons parents give 
for their non-participation tend to be very different to the reasons imagined by those 
for whom participation is part of their schooling experience.

We begin our analysis with this second set of responses: largely traditional ex-
planations for the non-participation of parents. We then explore the explanations of 
these parents themselves; the reasons they give for not getting involved in the life 
of the school. Finally, we consider their responses to what can be done to increase 
the involvement of parents in schools. In doing so, this chapter draws the book to a 
close by identifying agendas that serve socially just purposes for schools and their 
communities.

Throughout this analysis, we draw upon Bourdieu’s notion of field because of 
its explanatory power in elucidating the the complex relations between schooling 
and socio-cultural contexts which can lead to inequalities of opportunity for parent 
participation in schooling. In his definition of field, Bourdieu explodes the vacuous 
notion of society, replacing it with “an ensemble of relatively autonomous spheres of 
‘play’” (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992, pp. 16–17). Advanced societies are a plurality 
of worlds, “differentiated, partially totalized entities made up of a set of intersecting 
but increasingly self-regulating fields” (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992, p. 52). The 
concept of field that Bourdieu uses is therefore not to be considered as a field with a 
fence around it, but rather as a ‘field of forces’ that is dynamic and in which various 
potentialities exist (Mahar et al., 1990). While the field structures and predisposes, at 
least in Bourdieu’s own account, there is space for improvisation (McLeod, 2005).

A field is also an arena of struggle; the site of a more or less openly declared 
struggle for power and influence between the dominant and dominated who are 
unequally endowed in the objects and the weapons of struggle: capital. While posi-
tions stand in relationships of domination, subordination or equivalence to each 
other by virtue of the access they have to the capital at stake in the field (Jenkins, 
2002), agents struggle to transform or preserve these force fields by defending or 
improving their positions. Hierarchy is continually contested and the very principles 
that undergird the structure of the field can be challenged and revoked (Bourdieu & 
Wacquant, 1992).
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Participants in these struggles therefore have differing aims—“some will seek 
to preserve the status quo, others to change it—and differing chances of winning or 
losing, depending on where they are located in the structured space of positions” 
(Thompson, 1991, p. 14). Yet, this does not simply imply that “all small capital 
holders are necessarily revolutionaries and all big capital holders are automatically 
conservatives” (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992, pp. 108–109). Nevertheless, position 
in the field inclines agents toward particular patterns of conduct: “those who oc-
cupy the dominant positions in a field tend to pursue strategies of conservation (of 
the existing distribution of capital) while those relegated to subordinate locations 
are more liable to deploy strategies of subversion” (Wacquant, 1998, p. 222). If we 
picture each player as:

having in front of her a pile of tokens of different colors, each color corresponding to a 
given species of capital she holds … the moves that she makes, more or less risky or cau-
tious, subversive or conservative, depend both on the total number of tokens and on the 
composition of the piles of tokens she retains, that is, on the volume and structure of her 
capital. (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992, p. 99)

This final chapter of the book attempts to make visible the structural constraints 
which work to maintain disadvantage for marginalised students and their parents, 
with a view to moving beyond attributions of blame and thinking through ways 
in which we can engage with the current arrangements. We conclude that what is 
needed is a transformation of the field “to establish alternative goals and … com-
pletely … redefine the game and the moves which permit one to win it” (Bourdieu, 
1988, p. 172).

‘They Just Don’t Care’

At Crimson Brook Secondary College, teachers tended to be the strongest critics of 
parents, although not all of them and not of all parents. Still, many observed that 
“there’s generally a small band [of parents] that will continually have their say and 
others who … don’t care … don’t really want to … have an input” (Teacher # 15). 
To some extent, teachers tended to be fatalistic about these arrangements. As one 
teacher commented in relation to the problem of “parents of 20 or 30 children out 
of 200, 250” (Teacher # 20) turning up for parent-teacher interviews: “That’s about 
what we expect. And it’s usually the same ones and often it’s those coming from … 
the country areas [not the town] to see the teachers and I guess that could be because 
some of them just couldn’t care” (Teacher # 20).

Lareau (1989) suggests that teachers view parents’ attendance at such ‘ritualized’ 
events as “evidence that parents value educational success, appreciate the actions 
of teachers and respect teachers’ professionalism” (p. 180). The ‘support’ demon-
strated by 20 or 30 middle-class parents attending parent-teacher interviews would 
reinforce teachers’ perceptions of having them ‘on their side’ (Crozier, 1998). Stu-
dents, too, spoke of the difficulties associated with encouraging parent involvement 
in schooling:

‘They Just Don’t Care’
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If they’re not interested you can’t really make them interested. Like, I mean for years 
they’ve been trying to get all the parents to be involved and they’ve had, like, parent-
teacher functions and stuff but it just doesn’t happen. So, I don’t know, I don’t think there’s 
anything that you can really do unless they’re interested. It’s like students, you know, if they 
don’t want to do it then it’s really hard to get them to do it. (Student # 22)

Even among parents, parent participation in schooling was seen as a matter for par-
ents themselves. As one noted, “it’s up to the parents I suppose. If they want to be 
involved they will” (Parent # 22). Some were particularly scathing of their fellow 
parents and their lack of interest in their families and communities:

Well I think a lot of people in Crimson Brook, parents in particular, really don’t care what’s 
happening at the school … Half of them are just prepared to just drift along … and at the 
end of it they think, “Why didn’t my child achieve something better?” But I really don’t 
think that they’re all that involved in the process as much as [parents from] the farming 
community. (Parent # 19)

This is a good example of the way that some parents, particularly mothers, con-
strained by poverty and lone parenting, are ‘blamed’ for their children’s perform-
ance at school. Research undertaken by Miriam David et al. (1997) found that a 
lack of resources is the key structural constraint on these mothers’ possibilities and 
leads to them “feeling frustrated about their lack of time and resources, and peren-
nially guilty” (p. 409). There is a strong sense of resignation in these comments by 
teachers, students and parents. The sentiment is that some parents ‘just don’t care’ 
and that ‘there is nothing that can be done about it. We’ve tried’. As explored in 
Chap. 6, the non-participation of parents is attributed to their own lack of interest 
and is viewed as a reflection of the lower value that these working-class families 
supposedly attribute to education compared with middle-class families. In contrast, 
Soliman (1995) suggests that:

Social class differences may explain how separate from or how connected with the school 
families feel and what action they take on behalf of their children, but not how much they 
value education. Teachers often mistakenly assume that parents who have not progressed 
far in their own formal education do not value it for their own children (Lareau, 1989) or 
that those parents who do not attend the school on specific occasions when they are invited 
are uninterested in their children’s education (Bridges, 1987). (p. 162)

Yet Bourdieu (1990a) argues that interest is the precondition of the functioning of 
every field; it is the admission fee demanded by every game. The very existence 
and persistence of the game or field presupposes “a total and unconditional ‘invest-
ment’, a practical and unquestioning belief, in the game and its stakes” (Thompson, 
1991, p. 14). A field can only function if there are agents who are socially predis-
posed to invest in it, who commit their resources to it and pursue their objectives to 
obtain the prizes it offers, thus helping either to maintain or transform its structure 
(Bourdieu, 1990a). By sending their children to the school, parents are agreeing to 
participate in the game, and in so doing, tacitly recognise the value of its stakes. 
Believing in the game they are playing, it is difficult to suggest that these parents are 
not interested in the schooling of their children. However, all ‘products’ and actions 
within a field have value, and “ultimately value is assigned according to a base rate; 
expressed on the basis of the proximity to and distance from the present orthodoxy 
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or the legitimate” (Grenfell & James, 1998a, p. 20). When ‘legitimate’ parent par-
ticipation is largely defined by the school and by parents from dominant groups, 
parent participation that differs from this orthodoxy will be negatively valued.

There seems little recognition, then, that there could be parents who would like 
to become more involved in schooling and little understanding of the more complex 
reasons why they are not, including the role of the school in fostering non-participa-
tion. Moreover, the assumption that having a voice is really just a matter of choice 
ignores the complex matrix of power relations that define living in Australian soci-
ety and that enable some and inhibit others from having their say in what counts as 
‘good’ schooling. To do so is to laminate over the extent to which some individu-
als or groups are effectively disempowered or marginalised as a consequence of 
their classed, gendered and racialised identities (McInerney, 2002). It is interesting 
that the parent in the above excerpt alludes to a link between parent participation 
in schooling and student achievement. Non-participation by parents, it is implied, 
can be attributed to these parents’ poor attitudes and, eventually, to their children’s 
poor academic achievement. Like much deficit discourse, the problems are located 
in parents and their children, with little that can be done by teachers, schools and 
systems to alleviate them.

‘It’s the Cargo Cult Mentality’

On several occasions in our research, this non-participation by parents was seen as 
indicative of a more widespread disposition within the community: a ‘cargo cult 
mentality’ that anticipates the ‘shipping in’ of goods and services but is also critical 
when circumstances do not match their expectations. The Principal used this anal-
ogy to compare the Crimson Brook community to the cargo cults of Papua New 
Guinea, who were renowned for their worship of the ships that brought supplies 
to their country. The following student points to the criticisms expressed by some 
parents as evidence of such a mentality at Crimson Brook. As she puts it:

A lot of the parents don’t support the school and the students … At the functions when 
there’s good things happening, not many parents turn up, but when there’s bad things hap-
pening, all of them turn up and whinge but they never do anything about it. (Student # 22)

It is interesting in these remarks that criticism is not seen as a legitimate form of 
parent participation, particularly when juxtaposed with parents’ apparent lack of 
support for ‘good things’. Indeed, Briggs and Potter (1990) have suggested that 
such participation only serves to fuel teachers’ negative attitudes towards parental 
participation in schools. While the problem of parent non-participation is framed 
above as a lack of interest, here it is also understood as laziness: “they never do 
anything about it”. Moreover, from this student’s perspective, parents’ non-partici-
pation discounts the legitimacy of their criticism. As the following comments illus-
trate, what is viewed as parents’ critique is often turned against them, again in ways 
that question their commitments to the community and the school:

‘It’s the Cargo Cult Mentality’
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I call it the ‘cargo cult mentality’ which is probably derogatory but it’s how I feel … They 
want to see the ship come over the horizon bringing the goods as long as they don’t have 
to do anything to get the goods … All the Government agencies are finding [that the com-
munity] want us to do the job for them … [The attitude seems to be] “What are you going 
to do?” It’s not, “What can we do to help us increase our capacity to do the job ourselves?” 
… Sport is a good example. They want lots of sport and I’m limited by the number of staff 
I’ve got and last night I was very much taken to task by a parent because we didn’t support 
football but we didn’t have the staff to do it … and I asked for [parents to] volunteer and 
got none so I couldn’t run that sport. Soccer was another one that we started … but I just 
didn’t have the staff and I couldn’t get a community volunteer or parents to even drive the 
kids [to the city] in the car, it was all my staff doing it. (Principal)

Sport is also representative of the kinds of ‘good things’ for which Student # 22 
(above) would like more parent support. But notice, too, how the Principal’s com-
ments narrowly conceive of parent participation as volunteerism. This conception of 
the role of parents was confirmed later in our conversation: “one of the things I say 
about Crimson Brook is that it’s got the … highest unemployment rate in the state 
and the lowest volunteer rate in the state … the lowest number of people volunteer-
ing to do anything” (Principal). Illustrated here is that legitimate forms of participa-
tion are those that involve parents resourcing their own and their children’s needs 
and desires, irrespective of their abilities to do so. Driving students to soccer games 
may seem a simple contribution, for example. Yet, this needs to be understood in the 
context of the town having one of the lowest rates of car ownership in the country; 
very few parents own cars. In short, the kinds of parent participation desired by the 
Principal may not be what parents are able to deliver. This provides a different way 
of understanding the Principal’s frustration at not being able to satisfy the school’s 
demands:

I asked last night [at the P&C Association meeting] for someone to help … could there be 
someone who would volunteer to be a PR [public relations] person who would gather in 
from the community the sorts of things the P&C wanted. No one volunteered. That’s back 
to me to do it. So I think the avenues are definitely there [for parents to participate] but 
people don’t take that opportunity. (Principal)

What appear as opportunities to participate are those most often constructed from 
within the school, not by parents themselves, and, therefore, are constrained. For 
those parents who share the school’s agenda this may be acceptable, but others are 
left without a voice (Crozier, 1998). Even in situations where parents may want 
to contribute to school activities, the lack of appreciation for their particular abili-
ties provide further constraints on their participation. That is, the species of capital 
possessed by marginalised groups in the community are not those that are at stake 
in the field. With their own capital significantly under-valued, their position in the 
field stands in subordination to parents who come from a cultural background that 
is closer to the orthodox school culture and are therefore more able to impose their 
cultural norms on the field. By treating everybody as if they were equal when, in 
fact, the competitors all begin with different handicaps based on cultural endow-
ment (Jenkins, 2002), the system places at a disadvantage all except those whose 
habitus is embodied in the school (Harker, 1990). Parents who do participate in the 
life of the school are able to recognise these constraints, to some degree. Yet such 
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recognition is also tempered by their own successful participation. These two al-
most contradictory discourses are well demonstrated in the comments of one parent 
interviewed in the research:

I think [some parents] don’t really want to get involved with P&Cs and stuff because they 
don’t want the responsibility of being put in an executive position. I don’t think they like the 
pressure that could be put on them if they ever came to an AGM [annual general meeting] 
and stuff like that, so most of them tend to stay away. I think … even though they don’t like 
the decisions that are made they’re not prepared to come up and front up and say, “Hey”, 
you know, “I want my say too”. They’re just prepared to go along with it but bitch about it 
behind your back … Some of them aren’t really happy but they’re not prepared to be visible 
about it. They’d rather whinge instead of coming out and saying something. (Parent # 19)

Such easy recourse by teachers and others to a ‘deficit’ view of the local area and 
the capacity of its inhabitants (Nixon et al., 2001) as the dominant explanation of 
parents’ non-participation, is an important issue in understanding the ‘problem’. 
Conceived in this way, parent participation in the school seems destined to remain a 
problem. However, moving beyond explanations that understand parents’ non-par-
ticipation as a function of their character flaws and towards the inclusion of differ-
ent ways of conceiving of participation, seem more fruitful avenues to explore.

‘Getting Involved Is Not Really an Option for Me’

One such explanation apparent in the research data was parents’ lack of time to 
participate, something that was acknowledged by parents and teachers alike. As one 
teacher commented, “parents are busy people” (Teacher # 22). Family commitments 
were common examples of these time constraints that prevented the participation 
of some parents: “a lot of [parents] have little kids” (Parent # 22). There were also 
others, like the following mother of more than ten children (introduced in Chap. 3), 
who commented, “if my kids are sick or they’re in trouble then I’m here. But if I’m 
not needed for that, I try to keep as far a distance as possible because while they’re 
at school that’s my special time” (Parent # 24).

The tendency for working-class parents to intervene actively on their child’s 
behalf over disciplinary matters but not to be involved in any other aspect of the 
school is supported by Crozier’s (1998) research, who also found that such parents 
felt dissociated from the school and its teachers.

Other parents in our research made references to pressure from their children 
not to be involved at the school, or at least this was their interpretation of their chil-
dren’s wishes. In their view, “the kids don’t want you there. When they’re in sec-
ondary school they don’t want their parents anywhere near the place” (Parent # 20). 
Clearly, this is a different accounting of the problem of parent participation. Rather 
than attributing blame to these parents, there is recognition that family and other 
commitments (including the limited time and disposable income of lower and work-
ing-class parents) make it difficult to supplement and intervene in their children’s 
schooling. This can prevent the participation of some who otherwise may be quite 

‘Getting Involved Is Not Really an Option for Me’
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willing to play some kind of formal role in their children’s education. It is a good 
example of the way that fields are relatively autonomous, but do not exist in isola-
tion; instead, connecting with other fields. Action in one field can impact on the 
ability to act in another. As discussed in Chap. 5, middle-class parents, on the other 
hand, often have the necessary social and economic capital—for managing child 
care and transportation, hiring tutors and meeting with teachers—to become ac-
tively involved in their children’s schooling (Lareau, 1987).

‘My Experiences of School Are Not That Good’

Another reason discernible in the data for the non-participation of parents concerned 
their negative experiences of schooling, either as a parent of a student or as a student 
themselves. As is the case in this school, Cairney and Munsie’s (1995) research 
confirms that it is the working-class and lower-class families that are more likely 
to have had negative experiences as students themselves, and who may experience 
feelings of insecurity and intimidation in school settings. As one parent reflected:

I don’t know why [they don’t get involved]. I don’t know whether it’s their own experi-
ence at secondary school was pretty horrible when they were kids, but they do seem to be 
a lot less willing to be involved in the secondary school than they are with the elementary 
school. (Parent # 19)

The following teacher’s comments also demonstrate an awareness that prior experi-
ences in educational institutions can impact on parents’ willingness to be involved: 
“I think some parents don’t want to come because schooling for them [wasn’t] par-
ticularly successful and school is like, ‘I don’t want to go back in there’ … I don’t 
think they feel comfortable being there” (Teacher # 22).

Recent experiences in the school as a parent can also impact on parent partici-
pation. One student told us of a confrontation between her mother and the former 
Principal and how this had led to what is now a very minimal level of involvement: 
“[My Mum] doesn’t go to P&C meetings. She only signs forms when she has to … 
She doesn’t help fundraise … She said one day to the [former] Principal … she can 
put the school somewhere where the sun don’t shine” (Student # 21).

The decision to participate in schooling is certainly easier for those who have 
had positive experiences in school, either as students themselves or more recently 
as parents. And it is no surprise that more often those with positive school experi-
ences are from dominant groups; schools are largely staffed by teachers from simi-
lar backgrounds who reflect and authorise similar views (Boykin, 1986). Lareau 
(1989) explains this phenomenon as ‘interconnectedness’: “middle-class parents 
speak about education in the same language as the teachers; they have similar ex-
pectations of the education system; they have the same views on what one needs 
to do in order to achieve within the educational system” (Crozier, 1998, p. 130). 
In contrast, for some parents, the school may be “an instrumentality of a dominant 
government and a symbol of an alien culture” (Gilbert & Dewar, 1995, p. 13).
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This illustrates well the ways in which the rules of the game are accepted, making 
it appear as if everyone is free to play and everything is negotiable. More often, it 
is “a game in which the dominant determine at every moment the rules of the game 
(heads, I win; tails, you lose) by their very existence” (Bourdieu, 1990a, p. 153). 
Everyone plays, but differential structures ensure that not everyone is equal. The 
dominated allow this competitive struggle to be imposed on them when they accept 
the stakes offered by the dominant. As Bourdieu and Passeron (1979) suggest, it is a 
“reproductive struggle, since those who enter this chase, in which they are beaten be-
fore they start … implicitly recognize the legitimacy of the goals … by the mere fact 
of taking part” (p. 97, emphasis original). Moreover, the rules or regularities of the 
field are “only ever partially articulated, and much of the orthodox way of thinking 
and acting passes in an implicit, tacit manner” (Grenfell & James, 1998a, p. 20). The 
legitimate is never made fully explicit. If the marginalised do not know the rules of 
the game, how then can they fully understand the moves that permit them to win?

‘I Don’t Have the Necessary Skills’

Yet, even those from dominant groups experience barriers to participation in school-
ing. Feelings of inadequacy were expressed and identified by both teachers and 
parents in our research as possible contributing factors to low levels of parent par-
ticipation. As one parent commented:

I’ve always been involved with P&C in one way or another throughout my children’s 
school years … In the second year that I was at Crimson Brook Secondary College … I 
[volunteered to be part of the executive of the P&C] … Four years later I’m still [part of 
the executive] … Sometimes I think I’m a little bit inadequate in places … but I think I do 
a good job. (Parent # 19)

If this particular parent experiences feelings of self-doubt and inadequacy, one must 
wonder whether there are some who have never attended a meeting out of fear that 
they will be out of their league.

Some suggest a link between low academic achievement and feelings of inad-
equacy that deter parents from becoming more involved in their children’s educa-
tion. For example, when asked about whether the school encourages parents to be 
involved in its operations, one parent responded, “I really can’t answer that one 
because I tend to take a back seat … I don’t feel that I have the education myself ” 
(Parent # 23).

Parents who are prevented by their own level of education from helping their 
children are much more reliant on teachers’ judgments and often speak about them 
‘knowing best’ with regard to academic work (Crozier, 1998). Teachers, too, saw a 
correlation between low levels of education and feelings of inadequacy, particularly in 
relation to parent participation in schooling alongside ‘well-educated’ teachers: “Oth-
ers [don’t participate] because they wouldn’t feel that they’d be able to communicate 
with teachers, they would see the teachers as well educated [people]” (Teacher # 20).

‘I Don’t Have the Necessary Skills’
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The fear that some parents harbour, that ‘they wouldn’t … be able to communi-
cate with teachers’, is a very real one for those members of the community who are 
illiterate or have a poor record of academic achievement themselves. What these 
parents recognise is that they lack the culturally valued educational skills necessary 
to participate effectively in the educational process (Lareau, 1989). As discussed 
in Chap. 5, in their struggle to improve their child’s position in the field, and in 
much the same way that parents depend on doctors to heal their children, many 
working-class communities turn over responsibility for their child’s education to 
‘professionals’ (Borg, 1994); their expert status assured by virtue of their access to 
the capital at stake in the field. Middle-class parents, on the other hand, often have 
educational skills and occupational prestige matching or surpassing that of teachers 
and see education as a partnership between equals. For them, the education of their 
children is a shared enterprise. They see it as their responsibility to reinforce, moni-
tor, and supervise the educational experience of their children by reading to them, 
initiating contact with teachers and attending school events, for example (Lareau, 
1987). These parents are clearly more comfortable engaging with professionals and 
becoming involved in the education of their children.

Reay (1998), for example, found that white middle-class mothers in Britain were 
engaged in “an extensive, systematic programme of generating educational capital 
through tuition, cultural capital through art, dance, drama and music classes, or 
social capital through orchestrating regular slots for their children to develop their 
own social networks and practice their social skills” (p. 70). While the situation of 
middle-class mothers provided “material and social conditions under which cultural 
capital could be generated” (Reay, 1998, p. 62), parents who were recent immi-
grants felt inadequate for the task of compensating what they perceived to be gaps 
in their children’s educational provision.

While the teacher in the following excerpt tells us more about her perceptions of 
the feelings of inadequacy experienced by some, she also offers suggestions on how 
to do things differently to change the situation:

I think we need to teach parents how to be active participants in education. I don’t think 
we do that. We invite them and they don’t come and then sometimes we [chastise] them 
‘cause they don’t come but maybe they don’t know how. Some of them might not want to 
go to a P&C meeting in case they look stupid or don’t know what to say or are asked to read 
something and they can’t read … How daunting would it be to walk into a room [with] four 
teachers, the Principal, the Deputy Principal, the head of the P&C, three … parents [from 
the farming communities] who are extremely intelligent articulate people, why would you 
want to come? It would be very intimidating. So I think we need to … do things differently 
to (a) teach them how to be more actively involved and then (b) make it so that they feel 
comfortable to do that and practice what we’ve taught them to do … I think that … some-
times as teachers we … only hear certain voices … And I think that that’s because we don’t 
teach people how to … use their voice. So a lot of the Indigenous parents and a lot of the 
extremely poor parents they just aren’t heard. (Teacher # 22)

Here is recognition that there is a tendency for educators to assume that “non-participa-
tion implies an apathetic or passive citizenry lacking in both expertise and motivation” 
(Blackmore, 1995, p. 59). As Blackmore (1995) notes, like Carole Pateman (1989), 
the teacher sees “non-participation as a manifestation of feelings of disempowerment 
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experienced by most citizens, particularly women, resulting from the exclusionary 
nature of the political process and institutions and from their lack of experience in 
formal decision-making, rather than apathy” (Blackmore, 1995, p. 59).

Although these parents may be willing to help with their children’s education, 
their unfamiliarity with the tasks being asked of them means that they may have 
few ideas about how to provide this help. In the teacher’s comments above, there 
is also a hint of changing the habitus of the school, “mak[ing] it so that they feel 
comfortable”. In this way, what this teacher proposes is positive in two aspects. 
Not only is there an attempt to educate others in the dominant cultural capital—that 
which is legitimated in schools and required for success in the wider society—but 
there is also an appreciation that the habitus of the school needs to be changed if 
we are to entice more parents and community members to enter its doors. By let-
ting marginalised parents in on ‘the rules of the game’, this teacher is involved in 
a struggle to transform the field rather than seeking to preserve the status quo. Her 
location in the field and access to the valued forms of capital within it also means 
that she has a better chance of succeeding in her attempt at transformation than a 
parent endowed with little of the capital at stake in the field. While the dominant 
in a given field are in a position to make it function to their advantage, this teacher 
is evidence that they do not automatically have a propensity to orient themselves 
actively toward conservation.

‘They Seem to Know What’s Best for the Kids’

Related to these feelings of inadequacy are doubts about whether parents would be 
listened to anyway, particularly when there appear to be an abundance of highly 
educated staff who seem to know what is best for students and the town. Contem-
plating the lack of parent participation, the Principal comments:

So I don’t know … whether they feel that … no-one’s going to listen, so why bother … 
People might say, “[The Principal] lets us know all the time that we can come up and have 
a say but we don’t feel they’re going to listen anyway”. (Principal)

In fact, earlier research undertaken in the school suggested that the school’s rhetoric 
did not support its practice when it comes to negotiation and consultation with par-
ents, students and community members:

The study said that practice doesn’t appear to match what’s on paper … On paper it says we 
negotiate, that students have a say in the curriculum, that we access community members 
and I believe that in practice … there’s very little of that going on. (Principal)

Both parents and teachers tended to agree that parents were often left out of the 
consultation process. As one parent commented:

I don’t feel that [the teachers and administration are] always ready to listen to ideas that 
we might have … I think [it’s] because they’re trained, they’ve done their degrees and they 
know what they’re doing about that kind of thing. Sometimes some of them feel that we’re 
not qualified to offer that kind of advice. (Parent # 20)

‘They Seem to Know What’s Best for the Kids’
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In support of this parent’s perceptions, the following teacher was very clear in set-
ting the ground rules for community participation in schooling: 

As long as they don’t try to interfere with the curriculum I don’t have a problem, because I 
work on the theory that everybody’s an expert in their own field. I don’t mind the commu-
nity having an involvement in suggesting that we should be trying something new … But 
when it comes to actually designing the curriculum … I would rather look to something like 
… the university than the community because if they were the experts, they’d be doing the 
job, wouldn’t they? (Teacher # 18)

This is a good example of what Waller (1932) typifies as the relationship between 
teachers and parents, as ‘natural enemies’ facing enduring problems of negotiating 
‘boundaries’ between their ‘territories’ (Lightfoot, 1978). In this sense, parents may 
represent a threat to teachers’ professionalism and be seen as not capable of:

contributing anything of value about curriculum and teaching for their children. It is observ-
able that many parents accept this still, particularly those of humble occupational status … 
They accept that they will be invited (summoned) to the school as a body from time to time 
but that there are quite definite limits to what will be discussed. As Goodacre remarks: 
“(P)arental suggestions about curriculum, teaching methods, staff appointments, etc … are 
unthinkable” (p. 51). Sociological research into social role relationships in education have 
shown this attitude to be encouraged by many teachers, generally tacitly but sometimes 
quite specifically (see Musgrave & Taylor, 1969). (Claydon, 1973, p. 122)

The Principal sums up well this ‘I know what’s best for them’ attitude: “We have a 
number of staff who want to do good for the community … [But they] believe that 
[the community has] got to accept what’s best for them … A number of staff think, 
‘No, we know better. We are the teachers’” (Principal).

Both parents and teachers pointed to a lack of qualifications, and hence expertise, 
as the reasons behind teachers’ unwillingness to take on board ideas from parents, 
with teachers possibly feeling that their claim to be a professional is undermined 
should they give credence to parental knowledge (Hughes & MacNaughton, 2000). 
Teachers in the school who hold to this position have little incentive to collaborate 
with parents and believe that parent knowledge can be ignored without their profes-
sional standards being compromised.

Bourdieu would explain these teachers’ actions as struggles to preserve the field 
and strategies to defend their dominant positions within it, with teachers struggling 
against parents to maintain monopoly over the legitimacy of what counts as school 
knowledge. In the end it is the teachers who hold the trump cards in the form of 
educational qualifications which derive their social value and therefore yield profits 
of distinction for their owners through their scarcity (Bourdieu, 1997). Among some 
parents, this results in feelings of impotence in their interactions with professionals 
and again to less than ideal parent participation in the school. However, there are 
indications among teachers more broadly of an ‘emergent’ professionalism (Nixon, 
Martin, McKeown, & Ranson, 1997) in which their “sense of professional identity 
is derived from their capacity to listen to, learn from, and move forward with the 
communities they serve” (Nixon et al., 2001, p. 334). Such community-led change 
is driven by “the concerns and the agency of community members and groups rath-
er than by the interests of the professional groups involved” (Nixon et al., 2001, 
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p. 335). In the same way, professional teachers need to work with communities and 
facilitate their meaningful involvement in the future direction of schooling.

‘The Principal’s Ideas Are the Ones That Really Matter’

According to some of the parents and students we spoke with, the Principal could also 
be accused of ‘knowing what’s best’ for the community. One parent viewed the P&C 
as “just there for fundraising” and while “the P&C is supposed to be somewhat of a 
partner in making decisions … I don’t feel often that they are” (Parent # 20). Indeed, 
the dominant historical ‘image’ of parent involvement in education is one of “volun-
taristic, largely middle-class organisations, organisations which have little interest in 
educational policy making but which have primarily assumed a fundraising function 
to assist individual schools” (Blackmore, 1995, p. 54). One student, when speaking 
about his mother’s previous involvement in the P&C, even went as far as to say, “I 
think [the Principal] … [made] important decisions … because they were hers and did 
not really listen to anyone on the P&C. Like, if there were five people [who] wanted 
one thing on the P&C and [the Principal] didn’t, well it wouldn’t happen” (Student # 
20). He went on to say, the Principal would “say that so many people decided on this 
but it was really her idea … So Mum just doesn’t go anymore … [My parents] don’t 
want anything to do with [the school]” (Student # 20). And as another parent summed 
up, “I still think [the Principal] tries to get everybody’s opinion but … when it really 
comes to the crunch, she’s still doing what she wants to do” (Parent # 19).

These are good examples of the culture of schools that reinforces the trend of 
parents being conditioned to accept tokenistic roles. Such comments also reveal the 
power of the Principal’s position, and parents’ conventional understandings of a high-
ly hierarchical way of making decisions. The consequence is that parents feel unable 
to question this authority even when they want to (Gilbert & Dewar, 1995). It is little 
wonder that there is a legacy of mistrust by locals of professionals (Nixon et al., 2001) 
and that as a result, many are sceptical about the motives and sincerity of administra-
tors when it comes to empowerment. While many principals tend to embrace and 
endorse the idea of participation, Wood (1984) contends that their behaviour—their 
controlling values and tendencies—suggests otherwise. Indeed, Hargreaves’ (1992) 
research suggests that some teachers suspect that collegial energies are harnessed 
less for the purpose of giving them a say than to “squeeze out dissentient voices and 
secure commitment and compliance to changes imposed by others” (p. 217).

The “entrenched power of the educational bureaucracy means that, within their 
own school communities, principals remain the most influential and powerful indi-
viduals” (Gilbert & Dewar, 1995, p. 6). It is the scarcity of the capital held by the 
Principal that authorises the dominant position they occupy in the field. Indeed, the 
Principal is able to exert an effect of domination only because of the acknowledged 
value status of the capital she/he possesses. Bourdieu calls this power to dominate 
disadvantaged groups ‘symbolic power’. The acknowledged value status of these 
capitals (the Principal’s accent, qualifications, social position and so on) as legitimate, 

‘The Principal’s Ideas Are the Ones That Really Matter’
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“is a recognition which maintains and reproduces a strict hierarchy to the advantage, 
and disadvantage, of factions within it” (Grenfell & James, 1998a, p. 23). That is:

Even those who benefit least from the exercise of power participate, to some extent, in their 
own subjection. They recognize or tacitly acknowledge the legitimacy of power, or of the 
hierarchical relations of power in which they are embedded; and hence fail to see that the 
hierarchy is, after all, an arbitrary social construction which serves the interests of some 
groups more than others. (Thompson, 1991, pp. 22–23)

Dominated individuals, such as staff and parents from within the school community, 
are “not passive bodies to which symbolic power is applied … Rather, symbolic 
power requires, as a condition of its success, that those subjected to it believe in the 
legitimacy of power and the legitimacy of those who wield it” (Thompson, 1991, 
p. 23). The Principal, drawing on this symbolic power, enables relations of domina-
tion to be established and maintained through strategies which are “softened and 
disguised, and which conceal domination beneath the veil of an enchanted relation” 
(Thompson, 1991, pp. 23–24). It is an invisible power that can be exercised “only 
with the complicity of those who do not want to know that they are subject to it or 
even that they themselves exercise it” (Bourdieu, 1991, pp. 163–164). As Gilbert and 
Dewar (1995) suggest, the role of the Principal, and the power which accompanies 
it, are key issues in the process of community involvement in decision-making: 

Constructed by bureaucratic regulation, professional expertise, and everyday assumptions 
about authority and decision-making, the position of principal is a focus of many of the 
problems of participation. More generally, studies of the principal’s role illustrate the typi-
cal political processes by which schools run, and which need to be countered if decision-
making is to become more participatory. (Gilbert & Dewar, 1995, p. 7)

For decision making to become more participatory in Crimson Brook Secondary 
College, what is needed are ‘democratic leaders’, those who:

acknowledge the greater expertise of others, including that of nonprofessionals, in certain 
situations. They demonstrate their willingness to accept decisions that are genuine out-
comes of democratic procedures within an overall context that prioritizes the eradication of 
inequalities in students’ academic achievement, school financing and public participation 
in educational decision making. (Gale & Densmore, 2003, p. 69)

All schools would do well to consider a reconceptualisation of leadership which 
includes “practices that are dispersed across the school and that are not explicitly 
associated with formal leadership roles. Indeed … leadership needs to be exercised 
across the school and its communities to achieve the best educational outcomes for 
all” (Lingard et al., 2003, p. 53).

Transforming the Field

Drawing on Bourdieu, we have argued that inequalities of opportunity for parent 
participation in schooling work to maintain disadvantage for marginalised students. 
One approach to increasing parent participation is to educate parents in the skills of 
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participation. It is presumptuous to assume that parents have these skills as a matter 
of course, particularly when the cultural context of this specific community and of 
schooling in general are so disparate and foreign in many ways and when the ex-
periences that parents have of school serve to extenuate these differences. Skilling 
parents in how to participate in school, however, is itself presumptuous. It presumes 
that schools know best and it doesn’t move beyond the notion that it is parents who 
need to change, not schools.

Thinking differently about these cultural and political aspects of knowing may 
produce different ways of doing school. Indeed, this is to be expected if the particu-
larities of a school’s community are taken into account. Increasing parent partici-
pation, then, may require us to “do things less traditionally. So why have a parent/
teacher night if noone turns up. We have to find another way of talking to parents” 
(Teacher # 22).

While traditional notions of parental involvement in schooling suggest that the 
conversations between schools and their communities should begin from the school, 
as Cairney and Munsie (1995) found in their research, and as is suggested by inter-
viewees in our own, such attempts to bring the school and its communities closer 
together have been ineffective and frustrating to both parents and teachers and little 
has been achieved. In this school-centred model of school-community relations, 
parents and educators do not necessarily work well together and they do not equally 
share decision-making. Those who are unwilling or unable to become involved in 
schooling face marginalisation. Moreover, the lack of participation on the part of 
subordinate groups leaves the door wide open for the dominant—who are equipped 
with the cultural capital legitimated by educational institutions—to mobilise class 
advantage and lobby for their own agenda (Grimes, 1995; Henry, 1996). While the 
dominant are enabled to reproduce a situation that benefits them, this is hardly an 
optimal situation for others (Hatton, 1995).

Schools need to think about what they expect from families and communities 
and respond in ways that serve socially just purposes. Recognitive justice (Gale & 
Densmore, 2000), informed by the work of Young (1990) and Fraser (1995), with 
its positive regard for social difference and the centrality of social democratic proc-
esses, offers one way of advancing this discussion beyond simplistic attributions of 
blame. In particular, a politics of recognition is concerned with improving access to 
and participation in education by opening up the processes of schooling to groups, 
including marginalised or disenfranchised parents, who often have been excluded 
and for their views to be seriously engaged within decision-making processes. Such 
politics aims at “overcoming subordination by establishing the misrecognized party 
as a full member of society, capable of participating on a par with other members” 
(Fraser, 2001, p. 24). For this to happen, parents must be viewed as partners, and the 
vital role that they play in education recognised.

Teachers need to implement initiatives that recognise the complementary roles of 
parents and teachers, and bring schools and communities closer together (Cairney 
& Munsie, 1995). One way to do this is to involve the community in the develop-
ment of the curriculum, which ideally should be responsive to local as well as glo-
bal cultural and economic contexts, and encourage and assist students to draw on 
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their cultural experiences to succeed academically (Gale & Densmore, 2000). The 
development of curriculum should encourage critical and collaborative reflection 
among all those involved in education, and be “an ongoing and continuous activity 
that belongs to the whole community and has its roots in the attitudes, aspirations, 
dreams and biases of its people” (Middleton, 1995, p. 195).

Bourdieu would argue that these suggestions are examples of transforming the 
field. Indeed, agents are not “particles” that are “mechanically pushed and pulled 
about by external forces” (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992, pp. 108–109). To return to 
Bourdieu’s analogy of a game, players can play to:

increase or to conserve their capital, their number of tokens, in conformity with the tacit 
rules of the game and the prerequisites of the reproduction of the game and its stakes; but 
they can also get in it to transform, partially or completely, the immanent rules of the game. 
They can, for instance, work to change the relative value of tokens of different colors, the 
exchange rate between various species of capital, through strategies aimed at discrediting 
the form of capital upon which the force of their opponents rests … and to valorize the spe-
cies of capital they preferentially possess. (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992, p. 99)

Rupture and transformation occurs when there is no longer acceptance of the rules 
of the game and the goals proposed by the dominant class. By letting marginal-
ised parents and students in on the rules of the game, teachers can be involved in 
transforming the field rather than seeking to preserve the status quo. As Bourdieu 
(1988) posits, this is what happens when teachers “take up a struggle which we 
may call revolutionary in so far as it aims to establish alternative goals and more 
or less completely … redefine the game and the moves which permit one to win it” 
(p. 172). Bourdieu would argue that if we are to move beyond the reproduction of 
disadvantage for those who play the game of schooling from the back of the field, 
such a revolutionary struggle is needed.
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